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Chapter One 


August 1990 


After sliding into home plate, Grady Nash stood and brushed 
the dirt off of his pants. The whoops of the small crowd 
made him feel like a million bucks. He tipped his KC Royals 
baseball hat to the folks in the bleachers as he walked back 
to the bench. Trading his beloved cowboy hate for a 
baseball hat had been tough, but after numerous comments 
from the guys he worked with, Nash had found it easier to 
just relent. 


“Not bad for an old man,” Butch Carlisle said with a slap on 
the back, nearly knocking Nash to the ground. 


“I’m thirty-four,” Nash reminded his new friend. 


“Yeah, like | said, old.” Butch spat a sunflower seed shell on 
to the ground, the pile growing with each inning of the 
softball game. Despite his rough appearance, Butch was an 
okay guy. With shoulders as broad as a barn and forearms 
the size of Popeye’s, Butch’s shaved head only added to the 
biker exterior he liked to cultivate. 


Nash crossed his arms and leant back against the dugout’s 
chain link fence. Despite Butch’s barbs, Nash felt damn 


good. He might be older than the others on the team, but he 
was still young enough to keep up with them. 


“We're going to Wally’s after the game,” Butch said as 
another shell flew from his mouth. 


“Wally’s, huh?” Nash tried to remember what time Sidney 
had said he’d be home. “I could use a beer.” Or four. He'd 
lived in Lake Forest for almost three months and had yet to 
go out without Sidney, which meant he rarely went out. 
He’d been lucky one of the guys from the garage hadn’t 
been able to complete the summer softball season or he’d 
never have left the house that day. 


Joe Banks crossed home plate standing up and Nash gave 
Butch a high five at the come from behind win. Nash 
followed the rest of the players out of the dugout to 
acknowledge the effort of the opposing team with hand 
Slaps. 


He returned to the bench and picked up his glove. Unlike the 
other players on the team, Nash didn’t own any equipment 
besides the old beat-up glove he’d used in high school. “I'll 
follow you,” he told Butch as they headed to the parking lot. 


Nash climbed into his red Ford pickup. He’d need to call 
home as soon as he got to the bar. Was it a bad thing that 
he secretly hoped Sidney was still at the job site? It wasn’t 
that he didn’t love Sidney’s company, but he was ready to 
make a few friends of his own. The guys at the garage, 
where he’d finally found a job, had been pretty good about 
welcoming him, but Nash wanted more than that. He’d got 
used to life on the ranch where camaraderie seemed to 
come naturally. It wasn’t that he was looking for a new best 
friend—Sidney would forever hold that position in his life— 
but he enjoyed watching the men at the garage laugh and 


tease each other. A part of Nash wanted that kind of 
relationship with them as well. 


One beer, he told himself. Surely he’d still get home long 
before Sidney. 


Nash pulled up his truck beside Butch’s old-style Harley. 
He’d driven by Wally’s every day going to work but had 
never been inside. The moment he stepped foot in the door, 
he smiled. Yeah, he could be comfortable in the place. Not 
too crowded but with a nice blend of customers, Wally’s 
seemed like an unpretentious spot to grab a beer with 
friends. 


After a quick phone call home to leave a message on the 
answering machine, he joined the group of guys from the 
garage, who were busy shoving tables together. The 
arrangement seemed not only natural for them but the 
waitress as well. “How many?” she asked, cruising by the 
group. 


“Four to start,” Butch said. He turned to Nash. “You like 
Coors Light?” 


Nash nodded, grabbing a paper menu from the centre of the 
table. “Anything good to eat?” 


“Best cheddar burgers in the state,” Pauly said. 


A frosty mug was set in front of Nash. “You're new,” the 
waitress said. 


Nash smiled. “Just moved to town a few months ago from 
Kansas.” 


“My name’s Jes if you need anything.” 


“Nash,” he said introducing himself. “And l'Il take a cheddar 
burger medium well when you get the chance.” 


“Steak fries or onion rings?” she asked as she continued to 
unload the tray of glasses. 


“Fries.” He held his mug out to Butch who filled it to the rim 
with beer. “Thanks.” 


Nash settled in to listen to the rest of the guys dissect the 
game. He welcomed his dinner with enthusiasm and 
moaned each time he took a bite. Sidney would enjoy them, 
he knew that, but once again Nash felt selfish enough to 
keep the information to himself. 


“You married?” Joe asked Nash. 


Nash wiped his mouth on a napkin before answering. 
“Nope.” 


“Girlfriend?” Joe followed up. 


“Not one of those either,” Nash simply stated. In his opinion, 
it wasn’t anyone’s business who he slept with as long as he 
didn’t lie about it. 


By the time the impromptu party broke up it was nearly nine 
o’clock and Nash had started to really feel the alcohol 
buzzing through his system. He considered asking one of 
the guys to drive him home, but figured he could make the 
short two mile trip easily enough if he stayed on the side 
roads. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney was dozing on the couch when the front door 
opening woke him. He opened his eyes and wiped the drool 
from the corner of his mouth. “Hey.” 


Nash stumbled towards the sofa, giving Sidney just enough 
time to lift his legs before his lover collapsed. “We won our 
game.” 


Sidney settled his feet in Nash’s lap. “Congratulations.” He 
nudged Nash’s balls with his toes. “Did you have fun at the 
bar with your friends?” 


Nash rested his head against the back of the couch. 
“They're good guys.” 


“Are you drunk?” Sidney asked. He sat up and scooted over 
next to Nash. 


“A little,” Nash mumbled. 


Watching Nash, Sidney couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
As far as he knew, Nash didn’t get drunk. The times they’d 
gone out since moving to the Chicago area, Sidney had 
considered it a wild night if Nash had two drinks. He ran a 
finger down Nash’s cheek. “Are you falling asleep?” 


“Maybe.” 


Sidney exhaled his disappointment. He’d hoped to spend 
some time with Nash, but he could tell it wasn’t going to 
happen. “Come on, let’s get you to bed.” He stood and tried 
to pull Nash to his feet. 


It took several tries, but eventually Nash stood and let 
Sidney guide him towards the staircase in the small town 


house they’d leased. Once Nash had his hand on the 
banister, the journey went a lot smoother. 


“I'll go lock up,” Sidney said after getting Nash into the 
bedroom. 


After locking the front door, Sidney went into the kitchen. 
He’d stopped at Nash’s favourite deli on the way home from 
the construction site and picked up a couple of spicy Italian 
subs. He’d also stopped and picked up The Wall Street 
Journal. Sidney still didn’t understand it, but Nash loved to 
lie in bed every Sunday and pore over the stock pages. The 
first time he’d seen Nash’s nose buried in the stuffy 
newspaper he’d laughed. It was only the confused, hurt 
expression on Nash’s face that had stopped Sidney from 
making a joke. He’d quickly learned to indulge his lover’s 
odd curiosity about the stock market. Nash’s sandwich went 
into the fridge before Sidney carried his to the small table. 
He unwrapped the white butcher paper and removed half of 
the footlong. 


Although it wasn’t the evening he’d hoped for, Sidney didn’t 
begrudge Nash a night out with his new work friends. The 
move to Lake Forest hadn’t been easy for Nash, but rarely, if 
ever, did he complain. 


Sidney knew he was lucky to have Nash in his life. Since 
they’d relocated, Sidney had spent a lot of time working on 
the big library project. The design was still intact, but Sidney 
had been forced to make quite a few changes to 
accommodate the plot of land the county had purchased. 


Once he'd finished his half sandwich, Sidney wrapped up 
the remainder and set it in the refrigerator next to Nash’s. 
He took a few moments to put a load of jeans in the washer 
before turning out the lights and heading upstairs. 


By the time he reached the bedroom, Nash was sound 
asleep. He cringed at the thought of Nash getting between 
the nice clean sheets without showering off the sweat and 
dirt that went hand in hand with playing softball. 


Resigned to washing the sheets in the morning, Sidney 
undressed. He relieved himself and brushed his teeth before 
turning off the bedside lamp. Under the cover, Sidney 
moved over to curl around Nash. Clean or dirty, he wouldn’t 
be able to sleep without holding on to his favourite security 
blanket. 


“| love you,” he whispered. He gave Nash a kiss on the 
cheek before settling down for the night. 


* OK OK OX 


“Hey, kid,” Bruce the contractor said over the walkie-talkie. 
“Would you come out here and look at something?” 


Sidney ground his teeth. It didn’t seem to matter how much 
work he put in at the job site, the construction crew 
continued to treat him like just another day labourer. He 
found his clipboard buried under a pile of schematics and 
walked out of the construction trailer into the scorching heat 
of a sunny August afternoon. He got to the bottom of the 
trailer steps before realising he hadn’t thought to grab the 
hard hat Bruce insisted everyone wear. 


After a quick trip inside to retrieve the fluorescent orange 
hard hat, Sidney strode towards the building. As he passed 
members of Bruce’s crew, he was once again reminded of 
his place at the site. Where other workers wore the 


customary yellow hats, Bruce had given the orange one to 
Sidney his first day on site saying it would be the safest way 
for the rest of the guys to watch out for him. 


He joined Bruce and Carl, one of the foremen. “What’s up?” 


Bruce pointed towards the blueprint attached to a sheet of 
lumber. “I think you screwed up on these footings,” he said, 
tapping the drawing with his big sausage finger. 


Sidney leaned over the drawing. “No | didn’t. These are 
support footings for the archway.” 


Bruce shook his head. “I don’t think they're necessary. The 
load should be fine without them.” 


Sidney took a deep breath. He’d tried to get along with 
Bruce, but the man refused to listen to Sidney on anything. 
“Sorry, but you’re wrong. According to my calculations the 
weight of the arch requires the additional footings. If you 
don’t have them in place now and something happens later, 
it'll cost a fortune to go back and fix the problem.” 


“Look, kid, I’ve done this longer than you’ve been alive, and 
| can tell you the added expense of the footings isn’t 
necessary in this situation.” 


In Sidney’s opinion, the integrity of the columns would be 
compromised. The last thing he wanted was to attach his 
name to a building that was structurally unsound. “I don’t 
agree.” 


“Call your boss and get him out here,” Bruce instructed. 
“Maybe I can have an intelligent conversation with someone 
over the age of thirty,” Bruce mumbled under his breath. 


Sidney strode back to the trailer, cussing Bruce the entire 
way. He smiled as he passed a few men who were part of 
the foundation crew, and received disgusted sneers from all 
five men in return. 


“Go back to your cushy office, fairy boy,” one of the men 
yelled to his back. 


Sidney felt like taking off at a run, but tried to play it cool. 
He climbed the steps and shut himself in the relative safety 
of the ten by forty foot trailer. Ripping off the hard hat, he 
threw it across the small office and picked up the phone. 
They were in the beginning stages of the project. How in the 
hell was Sidney going to put up with the abuse for another 
year? 


* OK OK OX 


By the time Sidney dragged his leather messenger bag up 
the front steps, he was beyond grouchy. Not only had he 
been talked down to by Bruce, but Harold Armstrong, 
Sidney’s boss, had actually questioned Sidney on whether 
or not he was up to the challenge of working with real men. 


Not knowing if the question had been in reference to his 
sexuality, Sidney had done the only thing he’d thought he 
could. He’d assured his boss he could handle Bruce and the 
other men on the construction site. 


Sidney had hoped to make a few friends at work like Nash 
had done, but all the guys on the building site seemed to 
see was his slight frame and long hair. They knew nothing of 


r 


his sexual preference but had taken to using the word ‘fairy 
to describe him. 


He ran his hand over his newly-shorn head of hair. Telling 
Nash he’d done it so the other guys would stop giving him a 
hard time wouldn’t work. No doubt Nash would storm down 
to the building site and try to take care of it, making Sidney 
look like even more of a kid. 


Before he could come up with a way to explain his new 
haircut, the front door opened and Nash emerged. “What're 
you doing standing...?” Nash stopped and stared at Sidney 
for several moments. “What the fuck happened to your 
hair?” 


Sidney fingered the buzzed sides of his head. He’d left the 
top a little longer to help hide his scars, but he had no doubt 
it was an abrupt change for Nash. “I need people to take me 
seriously.” Where the hell did that come from? Sidney bit his 
tongue at the admission. 


Nash pulled Sidney inside the town house and slammed the 
door. He set the puzzle book on the table. “Did something 
happen today, or have you been thinking about this for a 
while and just forgot to mention it to me?” 


“It’s my hair,” Sidney said in a defensive tone. “If | want to 
cut it, l'II cut it.” 


Instead of firing back at him like Sidney expected, Nash 
pulled him into a hug. “Of course it is.” He kissed the top of 
Sidney’s head. “Just surprised me.” 


Understanding Nash was a hell of a lot harder to take than 
pissed off Nash at times. “It makes me look older,” Sidney 
mumbled against Nash’s shoulder. 


“You're right. | was being selfish. I’m sorry.” Nash continued 
to hold Sidney. “Hungry?” 


“Starving.” 
“I bought stuff for chicken fried steak. Sound okay?” 


Sidney nodded. “Sounds wonderful.” The longer Sidney 
stayed in Nash’s arms, the better he felt. What did he care if 
Bruce didn’t respect him? In the end Sidney had won the 
argument about the footings. Isn’t that all that should 
matter? 


“Why don’t you go take a shower while | start dinner?” 


“It’s my night to cook,” Sidney reminded him. “Just give me 
a few minutes to wash my face and change my clothes.” 


Sidney started to pull away, but Nash held him in place. “l 
had a relatively easy day, but something tells me you didn’t. 
l'Il take care of dinner. You go get that shower.” 


Sidney smiled up at Nash. “You just want me to save my 
energy for after dinner.” 


“You bet your sweet ass | do.” 


Nash watched Sidney climb the steps and disappear from 
view. “Damn it,” he said under his breath. He’d known it 
would make or break Sidney when he was told the company 
wanted him to oversee his award winning project, but Nash 
had hoped it wouldn’t happen so fast. 


He strode into the kitchen to start dinner, trying to control 
his anger. The architectural company had no business 


thrusting a recent graduate into a position like that, but 
when he’d raised his objections Sidney had assured him it 
would be good experience. Nash had seen Sidney’s point at 
the time, but that was before the man he loved walked 
through the door with short hair. 


It wasn’t the length of Sidney’s hair that pissed Nash off. 
Sidney was right, it was his hair, but Nash knew how much 
Sidney had loved it. Something major must have happened 
to make Sidney feel he needed to cut it. 


Nash pulled the cube steak out of the refrigerator. He 
poured a good amount of flour on to a plate and seasoned it 
with salt and pepper before covering the steak in the 
mixture. 


As the shortening melted in the frying pan, Nash started on 

the potatoes. Normally he’d make real mashed potatoes but 
he went with the instant this time. Once they were covered 

with good milk gravy made from the steak drippings Sidney 
probably wouldn’t recognise the difference anyway. 


He heard the shower shut off while he was in the middle of 
preparing frozen corn. Maybe he could get Sidney to open 
up about work. He doubted he could solve Sidney’s 
problems at the building site, but at least he could try to be 
supportive. A thought suddenly hit him. What if the men 
from the construction site were responding to the obvious 
scar on Sidney’s face and not his hair? He hated to think 
grown men could be that cruel, but he’d seen the way 
strangers tended to stare at Sidney when they were in 
public. 


Nash grabbed a beer and the half gallon of milk out of the 
fridge. He drank close to a third of the bottle in one long 
gulp. Nash reckoned he deserved a beer since he’d declined 


Butch’s offer to join a few of the guys at Wally’s after work. 
Instead he’d gone grocery shopping to fill the void until 
Sidney got home. 


One thing Nash still couldn’t adjust to was all the downtime 
in his day. He was used to waking up with the sun and 
working late into the evening. It was between the hours of 
four-thirty, when he got off work, and around seven, when 
Sidney returned home, that he felt especially at a loose end. 
He’d even considered trying to find a part-time job to fill his 
day. He loved working brain teasers and crossword puzzles, 
but there were only so many games he could play. More 
often than not, he ended up at Wally’s with the single men 
from work. 


Despite his time at Wally’s, Nash always tried to make sure 
he was home before Sidney. The arrangement seemed okay 
to Sidney because he rarely said anything about beer on 
Nash’s breath. 


“Man, | feel better,” Sidney said, coming into the kitchen. 


“Almost ready.” After making sure the flour was browned in 
the frying pan drippings, Nash poured in the milk. “Would 
you mind setting the table?” 


Sidney wrapped his arms around Nash’s waist and gave him 
a hug. “Thanks for cooking.” 


“You know | don’t mind,” Nash said, reaching back to 
squeeze Sidney’s ass. “Feel like talking about your day?” 


“Not really.” Sidney pulled away and started setting the 
table. He picked up Nash’s beer and took a drink. “You want 
more of this with your dinner or something else?” 


“I'll have iced tea and save the beer for this evening,” Nash 
replied. He poured the gravy into a bowl and set it on the 
table. “Salt and pepper?” 


“Yeah, | got it,” Sidney said, joining Nash at the table. 


Nash subtly tried to study Sidney as he filled his plate. “You 
were right about the haircut. It makes you look older.” 


“Good to know,” Sidney mumbled around a bite of mashed 
potatoes. “Does it make me look like less of a fairy?” 


Nash set down his fork and leaned his forearms on the 
table. “Who’s calling you a fairy?” 


“Who isn’t?” Sidney tilted his head to the side until a loud 
crack sounded. 


“Have you filed a complaint against them?” Normally Nash 
would never suggest such a thing, but Sidney was no match 
for a construction worker. If he couldn’t use brawn to 
intimidate the men, perhaps he’d need to discuss the 
harassment with the company he worked for. 


“No.” Sidney took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “This 
is my first job. | can’t start off my career by threatening 
people. | just need to figure out a way to handle it.” 


Nash reached across the table and ran his hand over 
Sidney’s short wet hair. “Changing who you are in an effort 
to get them to accept you isn’t the answer.” 


Sidney shrugged. “It’s just hair.” 


“Sure,” Nash said, dropping his hand. He realised he’d done 
the same thing with the guys at the garage. Not only had he 


not told them about Sidney, but he’d actually begun to 
laugh at their off-colour jokes just to fit in. 


Standing, Nash crossed the small kitchen and pulled another 
beer out of the refrigerator. He sat back down and noticed 
Sidney’s raised eyebrows. “Changed my mind.” 


“O kay. "m 


Nash gestured to Sidney’s plate. “Eat before it gets cold.” 
He didn’t want to delve any deeper into why he was willing 
to pretend he was someone else for a group of men who 
probably wouldn’t have anything to do with him if they knew 
the truth. 


Chapter Two 


November 1990 


Josh hugged Sidney outside the airport security gate. “It’s 
good to see you again.” 


Sidney closed his eyes and squeezed Josh tighter. “I’ve 
missed you.” Although he’d spoken on the phone to Josh at 
least once a month there was nothing like looking his friend 
in the eyes, too bad those eyes were currently bloodshot. 
Sidney wondered if Josh was weary from being on the road 
so long, or if his friend had enjoyed a joint before picking 
them up. He wanted to ask, but his relationship with Josh 
was finally beginning to improve. The last thing he wanted 
was to start lecturing Josh and lose what ground he’d 
gained. He released his hold and took a step back. “You look 
good.” 


Josh shrugged. “Looks can be deceiving.” 


Sidney noticed Josh’s gaze going to the scar on his face. The 
scrutiny hurt, but before Sidney could question his friend, 
Nash stepped in and shook Josh’s hand. “Tommy said you 
spent a few weeks at the ranch.” 


“Yeah, | passed through Kansas last month.” 


“How does it look?” Nash asked, leading the way towards 
the luggage carousel. Although Josh had returned to college 
he’d quit again after the first few weeks of classes. He’d 
spent the rest of the year travelling from place to place. 


“Good, | guess. It was my first time there, so | don’t really 
have anything to compare it with.” Josh slung an arm 
around Sidney’s neck. “Tommy gave me a couple bucks to 
clean out the stalls while | was there. Thank God, because | 
was nearly broke.” 


From buying weed, no doubt, Sidney thought. He reached 
for Nash’s hand as they joined the rest of the passengers 
waiting for their luggage. It didn’t sound as though Josh was 
any closer to getting his life back on track following the 
accident. “And Luke? How’s he doing in school?” 


Josh snorted. “Good, | guess. He brought someone home 
with him.” 


“A boyfriend?” Sidney indicated his suitcase and watched as 
Nash easily lifted it from the conveyor belt. 


“I walked in on them making out, so | guess so. Although he 
introduced Brian as a friend.” 


“It’s still all pretty new for him so cut him some slack,” 
Sidney said, coming to Luke’s defence. 


“That’s all of it,” Nash said, pulling the handle up on his 
suitcase. 


Josh led the way to the parking lot. Sidney was surprised to 
see an old, rust-eaten conversion van. It was obvious when 
Josh opened the door that he’d been living in it. Sidney bit 
his bottom lip. 


“I'll ride back here,” Sidney said, climbing in. He sat on the 
edge of the sheetless mattress and gritted his teeth. 


“Sorry about that.” It took several attempts, but eventually 
the van sputtered to life. “Mom’s washing the sheets.” 


“I’m fine,” Sidney said, meeting Josh’s gaze in the rear-view 
mirror. He subtly rubbed his stomach. Inside he wasn’t fine. 
It was another reminder of the accident that had changed 
their lives. While he’d tried to go on, and Luke was obviously 
doing well, Josh was slipping further and further away. 


Never would Sidney have pictured the Josh he’d roomed 
with in college as the man driving towards the Ballentine 
house. He’d hoped the break from college and taking care of 
Luke would help heal Josh, but it appeared Josh was sinking 
deeper into a pit of despair of his own making. It was Sidney 
who had been driving the car that night. Josh had been 
sound asleep in the backseat when they’d struck the deer. 
Yet it seemed Josh was still carrying around a load of 
unnecessary guilt. 


Sidney couldn’t help but wonder whether or not it was guilt 
that was tearing Josh apart or something else. Hopefully 
he’d get a chance to have a heart to heart with his friend 
before the long Thanksgiving weekend was over. 


Josh pulled into the circular drive in front of the Ballentine 
home and shut off the engine. The motor continued to 
sputter and spit for a few moments before eventually falling 
silent. He honked the horn and, before Sidney had a chance 
to climb out of the back of the van, the whole Ballentine 
family came pouring out of the house. 


Josh’s mother, Maggie, was the first to wrap her arms 
around Sidney. “It’s so good to have you here again.” 


Sidney hugged back. Maggie was the closest thing he’d had 
to a mother since his own mom had passed away when he 
was a boy. “I’ve missed you,” he said, kissing her cheek. 


A round of handshakes followed. Each of the Ballentine 
brothers, along with Alan, the patriarch of the family, gave 
Sidney a warm and enthusiastic greeting. At the end of the 
line sat Luke. Although still thinner than before the accident, 
Luke looked damn good—happy. Sidney blinked several 
times as the sting of tears began. He shook his head and 
approached Luke. 


Luke reached up and pulled Sidney down into a hug. “No 
crying. I’m good.” 


Sidney nodded, his face buried against Luke’s neck. “I know. 
That’s why I can’t seem to keep the tears at bay.” He 
distanced himself enough to stare into Luke’s eyes. “You 
look happier than I’ve ever seen you.” He stood straight and 
smiled at the man standing on the other side of the 
wheelchair. “I assume you have something to do with that.” 


Before reaching out to shake Sidney’s hand, Brian glanced 
nervously around at Luke’s family. “It’s nice to meet you.” 


Sidney stepped to the side, putting his back towards the 
rest of the Ballentines and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” 


A blush crept up Brian’s neck and face. Luke noticed the 
exchange and cleared his throat. “Well, someone grab the 
luggage and let’s get out of this cold.” 


“Do you mind?” Sidney asked, moving to stand behind the 
wheelchair. 


“| can do it,” Luke answered. 


“I have absolutely no doubt that you can do anything, but 
it’ll get me out of carrying in the suitcases.” 


Luke laughed. “In that case, push away. | warn you though; 
a tiny fella like you'll have to get a running start to get me 
up the ramp.” 


Sidney sniffed. “I’m stronger than | look. I’ve been working 
out with Nash on the weekends.” 


The entire Ballentine clan plus Nash erupted in laughter. 
“Twice you worked out with me,” Nash added. 


Sidney took the laughter and the statement by Nash as a 
challenge. One way or another he would get Luke up the 
steeper than usual ramp or die trying. The first third of the 
concrete ramp wasn’t a problem but then gravity kicked in. 
Sidney’s muscles began to shake as he strained with all his 
might to get the wheelchair to the top. 


Once he’d made it safely on to the porch, the obnoxious 
crowd behind him clapped. Fuckers. He played it off by 
turning around and sticking his tongue out at them, but at 
that moment his feelings hurt more than his muscles. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney woke after a short nap to find himself tucked under 
Nash’s arm. When Nash had joined him on the couch Sidney 
didn’t know. “What happened to the movie | was watching?” 
he asked around a yawn. 


“It’s been over for a while,” Nash said. “Why don’t you go 
on up to bed?” 


Sidney sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes with the 
heels of his hands. “Is there any of that pie left?” 


From his recliner, Alan turned away from whatever crime 
drama he seemed glued to. “Maggie made enough pies to 
last until next week.” 


Sidney stood, biting the inside of his cheek as his sore 
muscles protested the movement. “Good to know.” He 
stepped over Nash’s long legs and headed for the kitchen. It 
wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet and already he’d probably 
gained a couple of pounds. 


He found Maggie at the kitchen table playing cards with 
Brian, Luke and Eric. “Mind if | steal another piece of pie?” 


Maggie set down her cards. “I'll get it.” 


Sidney reached her in time and applied pressure to her 
shoulders until she sat back down. “Please don’t treat me 
like a guest.” 


Eric laughed. “In that case, the trash needs to be taken 
out.” 


Maggie reached over and slapped Eric’s arm. “Hush. That’s 
your chore and you know it.” 


“It’s been my job since | was seven years old. What do you 
guys do when I’m away at school?” Eric asked. 


“We pile it in the corner and wait with bated breath for your 
return,” Maggie said without looking up from her cards. 


“It’s nice to see nothing’s changed around here,” Sidney 
said, grabbing a paper plate. 


“Well, I’m out,” Luke said, tossing his cards on to the table. 
“Would you mind making me one of those?” he asked 
Sidney. 


“Not at all.” Sidney retrieved another plate and added a 
slice of cherry pie. He started to set it down in front of Luke, 
but Luke stopped him. 


“Why don’t we eat in the sunroom?” 


Sidney carried the plates into the window-filled room and 
put them on the small bistro table, making sure to move one 
of the chairs to the side. “You want a glass of milk?” 


“Absolutely.” 


Sidney went back into the kitchen and filled two glasses 
with ice cold milk. He set them on the table and lowered 
himself in to the chair, wincing as his muscles protested 
once again. 


“Sore?” Luke asked around a bite of pie. 
“Yeah,” he mumbled. “But don’t spread that around.” 


“| won’t.” Luke took a drink and glanced at Sidney. “Have 
you talked to Josh?” 


Sidney shook his head. “Just on the drive over from the 
airport. You?” 


“No.” Luke lifted another bite to his mouth. “It seems the 
more | try to get on with my life, the further away he slips 
from all of us.” 


“Yeah. | was thinking the same thing.” Sidney tapped a 
cherry several times before spearing it with his fork. “Do 
you think he’s doing drugs?” 


Luke stared at his plate. 
“Luke?” Sidney asked again. 


It took several moments for Luke to answer. “I used to run 
out of pain pills before | should’ve when Josh took care of 
me. When I'd ask him about it, he’d get mad and tell me it 
was me who was taking too many. It just became easier to 
look the other way. When Josh suggested he needed to get 
away for a while, | hoped he’d pull himself out of it.” 


The sunny expression he’d witnessed on Luke’s face all 
afternoon was gone. Sidney scooted his chair around the 
table to sit next to Luke. He reached out and took his 
friend’s hand in his. “Don’t let him pull you down with him. 
Let me talk to him. Maybe I can get him to step back far 
enough to see what his life’s become.” 


Luke’s eyes filled with tears. “What’s happened to him? Why 
does he feel so guilty?” 


“I don’t know,” Sidney said, squeezing Luke’s hand. “But 
you have to promise me that, no matter what happens with 
Josh, you’ll continue the path you’re forging for yourself. 
Brian seems like a great guy.” 


“He is.” Luke rubbed the tears from his eyes. “Can | tell you 
a secret?” 


Sidney chuckled at Luke’s devilish grin. “Sure.” 


“Brian isn’t in college. He’s my physical therapist, but he 
doesn’t want anyone to know.” Luke leaned as far forward 


as he could towards Sidney. “He tells me he loves the way | 
suck his cock.” As soon as he'd said it, Luke’s face turned 
bright red. “God, | can’t believe | just told you that.” 


Sidney chuckled and released Luke’s hand. “Does he make 
you feel good, too?” Sidney didn’t know whether or not Luke 
had any feeling below the waist and it wasn’t his place to 
ask, but he did want to make sure Luke wasn’t just being 
used. 


“His kisses...” Luke closed his eyes and groaned. “No 
offence, but that kiss we shared was nothing compared to 
Brian’s.” 


“I’m glad. That’s the way it should be.” It hadn’t answered 
his question, but at least Luke seemed happy with whatever 
physical pleasure Brian was able to give. “I think we both 
know the two of us wouldn’t have worked anyway. | was 
trying to prove | could fall for someone other than Nash and 
you were just happy to be around another gay man.” 


“Yeah,” Luke agreed. “I figured that out the first time | saw 
you and Nash together. It was always him, wasn’t it?” 


“Always.” 


* OK OK OX 


Nash woke with his cock poised at Sidney’s hole. Whether 
he’d done it in his sleep or Sidney had put it there, he didn’t 
know. “You awake?” 


“Mmm hmm.” Sidney wiggled his ass. “The smell of roasting 
turkey is making me horny.” 


Nash laughed. “You’re sick. What, you got a thing for birds 
now?” 


“Ewww, you’re the sick one,” Sidney said, elbowing Nash in 
the ribs. “The smell just reminds me that I’m in a home 
surrounded by the people | love. | think the horny part is just 
a by-product.” 


“Lucky me.” Nash reached between them and began to rub 
the head of his cock up and down Sidney’s ass crack. He 
wasn’t a bit surprised that Sidney had already taken care of 
lubing his hole. His little sunshine never had the patience for 
long stretches of foreplay. “I don’t smell turkey,” he said, 
pushing the crown of his length inside Sidney. 


“Really?” Sidney asked around a moan. “Wishful thinking, | 
guess.” He pushed back, impaling himself on Nash’s cock. 


Nash reached for Sidney’s leg to pull it farther out of the 
way, but a hiss from Sidney stopped him. “Sore?” Despite 
Sidney putting on a brave face the previous afternoon, Nash 
knew pushing Luke up the ramp had taken its toll. 


“A little,” Sidney admitted. 


Nash rested his chin on Sidney’s shoulder. “You know you 
have nothing to prove with these people, right? They don’t 
give a shit how strong you are.” 


“I’m aman. I should be able to push my friend’s wheelchair 
up a stupid ramp,” Sidney spat. He moved, grinding against 
Nash’s cock. “Fuck me,” he growled. 


Biting his tongue, Nash began to give Sidney what he’d 
asked for. When Sidney wanted to shut a conversation down 
or just get completely out of his head for a while, he craved 
hard, fast sex. At first the realisation that any cock would 
probably do when Sidney got that way hurt, but Nash didn’t 
want Sidney to ever figure that out. He always wanted to be 
the man Sidney turned to when life became too much for 
him to handle. 


So, Nash fucked Sidney as hard and fast as the bed and 
Sidney’s sore muscles would allow. He didn’t know why they 
continued to join the Ballentines for Thanksgiving. It seemed 
to take it out of Sidney to be around Josh and Luke. 


Nash thought it had a lot to do with the Ballentine family as 
a whole rather than one or two individual members. Sidney 
seemed to crave the atmosphere created by the loving 
parents. It had been over six months since they’d heard 
from Jackson. Sidney’s father seemed content to raise his 
new family and forget the old one. Although Sidney never 
mentioned it, Nash knew the snub hurt. Jackson might be an 
asshole, but he was still Sidney’s father. 


“Touch me,” Sidney said, interrupting Nash’s thoughts. 


Nash relinquished his grip on Sidney’s hip to encircle his 
cock. “This what you want?” he whispered in Sidney’s ear as 
he began jacking him off. “You wanna come?” 


“Uh huh.” Sidney bucked back and forth between Nash’s 
hand and cock. 


Pressing his thumb under the crown of Sidney’s dick, Nash 
was rewarded with the first spurt of seed. “Yeah, babe, 
come for me,” Nash whispered, searching for his own 
release. He closed his eyes and imagined the two of them in 
a passionate embrace, tongues fighting for dominance. 


Nash had changed since his years of fucking Reece just for 
the sexual release. He now craved the intimacy only being 
with Sidney provided. Love was as much a part of sex as the 
physical act itself. Sidney may need to get out of his head 
for a hard fuck on occasion, but the act itself wasn’t enough 
for Nash anymore. “Love you,” he whispered when he 
eventually fantasised his way to climax. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney caught Nash coming out of the kitchen, The Wall 
Street Journal tucked under his arm. He rolled his eyes and 
wrapped his arms around Sidney. Although Nash hadn't said 
anything about it, Sidney knew he’d hurt his feelings that 
morning. “Did you get enough to eat?” 


“Too much,” Nash answered before bending down for a 
quick kiss. “I offered to help Maggie with the dishes, but she 
threw me out of the kitchen.” 


“Why don’t you go play stockbroker while | trick Maggie into 
letting me help?” Sidney stared up at Nash. He hated the 
worry lines that had begun to appear over the previous 
several months. Reaching up, Sidney ran his thumb over the 
deepening wrinkles on Nash’s forehead. “You’re my world. 
Don’t ever doubt that.” 


Nash opened his mouth, but quickly closed it, obviously 
cutting himself off. He smiled down at Sidney. “I don’t,” he 
finally answered. He released his hold on Sidney and took a 
step back. “You'd better get in there before Maggie 
finishes.” 


Sidney nodded, holding Nash’s hand until the last possible 
second as the man headed towards the family room. He 
waited until Nash had disappeared before stepping into the 
kitchen. 


Maggie was humming to herself as she carefully washed the 
traditional china used for every Thanksgiving. 


“You know, someday you’re going to realise it’s not the 
dishes that make Thanksgiving special,” he said, grabbing a 
clean dish cloth from the drawer. 


Maggie handed Sidney a freshly rinsed plate. “Tradition is 
important to Alan, so it’s important to me.” 


Sidney dried the plate and set it to the side before reaching 
for another from the drying rack. “Are you trying to tell me 
you love Alan so much you’re happy to stand in the kitchen 
alone for an hour after a meal just to wash dishes?” 


“I’m saying, if eating on dishes once owned by his mother 
makes the man | love happy then I'll gladly wash them until 
the day I die.” Maggie ran a finger over the filigreed edge of 
the plate. “How’s Nash doing with the move?” she asked, 
changing the subject. 


“Okay, | guess. He’s found a group of friends he enjoys 
going out with after work.” Sidney didn’t mention the 
increasing amounts of alcohol Nash seemed to consume 
lately. 


“Are they nice?” 
“| don’t know. | haven’t met them,” he confided. 


“Why not?” 


Sidney shrugged. “He doesn’t want me to, | guess. He’s 
never invited me to join them anyway.” 


Maggie turned her attention back to the dishwater, but not 
before Sidney saw the frown on her beautifully ageing face. 
“And what about you? Have you made any new friends?” 


“No,” he was quick to say. “I have Nash. That should be 
enough, right?” 


“Į love Alan with everything | am, but I still need a life 
outside our marriage. | have friends, Alan has friends, and 
we have a small group of friends we enjoy as a couple.” 


Sidney couldn’t look at Maggie. He continued drying dishes 
for several moments. “I work with a bunch of butch 
construction guys who aren’t interested in being my friend,” 
he finally mumbled. 


“What about getting to know some of the people who work 
for the same architectural firm?” 


Sidney picked up the stack of plates. “I’m not in the office 
much, but maybe with winter coming...” He carried the 
plates into the formal dining room and began to put them 
away. How had the conversation got away from him? He’d 
wanted to discuss Josh, not his own personal problems. 


At least he felt better about Nash’s new friends. Maggie was 
probably right. Nash should have a group of friends that 
didn’t include him. After all, it wasn’t Nash’s fault Sidney 
couldn't find any friends of his own. 


Movement outside the window caught his attention. Josh 
was in the driveway cleaning out his van. Did he plan on 
leaving soon? 


Sidney closed the china cabinet and sneaked out through 
the set of French doors. “It’s kinda cold out here to be doing 
that today,” he said, walking up on his friend. 


“I thought I’d take off first thing in the morning,” Josh 
replied, stretching a clean sheet over the mattress. 


“Why? ” 


“It’s just best that | do,” Josh mumbled. He still hadn’t 
turned to face Sidney, almost like he was hiding something. 


Sidney climbed into the van and shut the door against the 
cold November air. “What’s going on? | thought time away 
was supposed to help, but it’s just made things worse. 
Why?” 


Despite wearing his heavy boots, Josh crawled up on the 
mattress in an obvious attempt to put distance between 
them. “Go back inside. You’re only going to make things 
worse.” 


“Worse? Is that possible?” Once Josh finally made eye 
contact, Sidney realised his friend was stoned. “What’re you 
on?” 


“Excuse me?” 


Sidney moved from the space between the front seats to sit 
on the edge of the mattress. “You're high. Is that why you 
need to leave? You outta drugs?” 


“Well, aren’t you all high and mighty. | can remember a time 
when you were happy to get stoned with me.” 


“That was a long time ago. I’ve grown up a lot since then. 
Why haven’t you?” 


“Fuck you!” Josh spat. “You show up without a care in the 
world, parading that man of yours around like some prize. 
Last year you had, what, ten minutes to spare to talk to me? 
And then it was to yell at me, make me feel like shit on your 
shoes.” 


“That’s not true. You avoided me because of this.” Sidney 
pointed towards the disfiguring scar on his face. “You 
couldn't even stand to look at me.” Sidney shook his head. 
“I’m not the one with the problem, you are.” 


Without warning, Josh launched himself across the mattress. 
Sidney closed his eyes, expecting a blow to the face. What 
he received instead was a set of cold lips pressed against 
his. Sidney’s eyes popped open in shock. He tried to pull 
away, but Josh held the back of his head. 


“Stop!” Sidney managed to say, his lips still pressed against 
Josh’s mouth. 


Josh released his hold on Sidney and sat back on his heels. 
His eyebrows drew together and the corners of his mouth 
turned downward. “Why didn’t that feel good?” he 
whispered. 


Sidney wasn’t sure whether to be furious or sad at the 
bewildered expression on Josh’s face. “Because it was one- 
sided.” God, Sidney hated the lost look in Josh’s eyes. “Are 


you gay?” 
“No.” 
“Then why did you kiss me?” 


“Because | watched you kiss Luke that night and it made me 
hard. So | thought...” Josh rubbed his eyes and backed away. 
“I saw the deer before you did.” 


“What? | thought you were out of it.” Sidney moved to sit in 
the front passenger seat, reeling with questions. He stared 
out of the front windshield, waiting for Josh to say 
something. 


“1...1 don’t know why I didn’t warn you. | could tell that damn 
thing was getting ready to run out into the road,” Josh 
managed to say seconds before a sob sounded. 


Although there was the matter of Josh’s reaction to the long 
ago kiss to address, Sidney knew Josh had just made one of 
the biggest confessions of his life. He took a deep breath 
before moving to join Josh on the bed. “Is that why you’ve 
practically destroyed yourself with guilt?” 


Josh moved farther back on the mattress. “I could’ve 
prevented it, but | didn’t want the kiss to end. How sick is 
that?” 


“You couldn’t have prevented it, Josh. If you’d yelled, it 
would’ve scared the shit out of me. The wreck could’ve been 
even worse than it was.” 


“How could it have been any worse? My brother will never 
walk again, and even though you try to pretend you don’t 
look any different you do. Every time | see you or Luke I’m 
reminded that | didn’t warn you that night.” 


The scar on Sidney’s cheek began to tingle. Josh was right. 
He did pretend the scar was only visible to him. He’d 
somehow managed to convince himself the scar wasn’t 
noticeable as long as he smiled. For a brief moment, he 
wondered if it was the reason he didn’t have friends. He 
fingered the scar, lost in his own thoughts for several 
moments. 


“I shouldn’t have said that, I’m sorry. See? This is why I can’t 
be around. | say and do shit | can’t take back.” Josh started 
to open the back door of the van. 


Sidney threw himself across the length of the bed and 
wrapped his arms around Josh’s chest before he could 
escape. He held his friend with all his strength, searching for 
the right words. “Don’t go.” 


Josh’s head lowered until his chin rested on his chest. 
Sidney loosened his hold but continued to hug Josh. “Are you 
addicted to pain killers?” he asked, resting his forehead on 
Josh’s back. 


“They help me forget.” 


“Forget? A shitty thing happened. You need to deal with it, 
not forget it.” 


“I thought if | kissed you, I’d understand, but I’m more 
confused than ever,” Josh admitted. 


“What do you need to understand? Why you got hard 
watching me kiss your brother?” 


Josh nodded. “I loved you like a brother, but suddenly | 
opened my eyes to that kiss and something happened to 
me. I’ve seen that kiss over and over again in my dreams 
for years.” 


Sidney took a deep breath. “The kiss was intense. As drunk 
as you were that night, I’m not surprised it turned you on, 
but that doesn’t mean you're gay or in love with me. Just 
means you’re a horny bastard,” he said, trying to lighten the 
mood. 


Josh snorted. “I’ve fucked up our friendship, haven’t |?” 


“Nope. I’ve spent years waiting for you to get over your 
misplaced guilt. | never stopped hoping things could go 
back like they were before the accident, but that can’t 
happen until you kick your habit and rejoin the land of the 
living.” 


“I’ve known for a while that | needed help, but my folks 
have been through enough.” 


Sidney ruffled Josh’s hair. “Maggie hasn’t said anything, but 
don’t think for a second she doesn’t know something’s 
wrong. | imagine she and your dad would be more than 
happy to help if it meant getting their son back.” 


“Would you go with me to talk to them?” Josh asked. 


“Only if you’re serious about going into some kind of 

treatment programme.” Sidney knew he had to be prepared 
to walk away from Josh if he reneged. He hated the thought 
of not visiting the Ballentines at Thanksgiving, but he knew 
he couldn’t continue to spend the holiday fighting with Josh. 


Josh nodded. “I am.” 


“Then let’s go.” 


Chapter Three 


April 1991 


Carrying a plate of food to the table, Sidney straddled the 
birthday boy’s lap. “I made all your favourites.” 


Nash settled his hands on Sidney’s ass as Sidney lifted a 
Sausage link to his mouth. “I thought you said | couldn’t eat 
this stuff anymore,” Nash said around the bite of food. 


“According to your mom, you’re not officially thirty-six until 
three-twenty this afternoon.” Sidney licked a drip of savoury 
grease as it rolled down Nash’s chin. 


Nash nibbled the link to the nub before sucking the last bite, 
along with Sidney’s fingers, into his mouth. “Mmm mmm.” 


Smiling, Sidney reached back to the table to retrieve a piece 
of bacon. It sucked that Nash’s birthday had fallen ona 
Monday, but the two of them had celebrated the previous 
day. He couldn’t believe Nash had actually worn the goofy 
party hat all day just to make Sidney happy. He had 
something special planned for after work, but wanted it to 
be a surprise. “I made reservations at Giovanni's for seven- 
thirty.” 


Nash nodded, his mouth full of food. 


“Do you want your present now or then?” Sidney asked. 


Nash ran his fingers down the seam of Sidney’s cotton 
pants. “Depends on what it is.” 


With another piece of sausage at the ready, Sidney held it to 
Nash’s lips. “That, my sweet man, is not something to be 
given only once a year. You pretty much have full access to 
my ass anytime you want it.” 


“Still a gift,” Nash mumbled around Sidney’s fingers. 


With their time running short, Sidney couldn’t contain his 
excitement. “Hang on.” He climbed off Nash’s lap and ran to 
grab his messenger bag out of the living room. Carrying it 
into the kitchen, he set it on the table before pulling out a 
large envelope. “Happy Birthday, Love.” 


Nash took the envelope and pulled Sidney back on to his 
lap. “You’re too wound up for this to be a simple card.” 


Sidney nodded enthusiastically. 


Nash opened the card and stared at the brochure and 
sizeable cheque inside. “I don’t get it. Why’re you giving me 
your bonus cheque?” 


Sidney took the brochure and began to explain. “Well, | 
know you never got the chance to go to college, so | 
thought now might be the perfect time. I’m making enough 
to support us as long as we stay here in the town house.” 


“No. I’m not comfortable with you supporting me.” Nash 
tried to hand the cheque back to Sidney. 


Sidney quickly put his hands behind his back, refusing to 
accept the returned gift. “You gave up everything in order to 


come here with me. For nearly my entire life you’ve been 
the one person | could count on. Now that I’m able to give 
you something in return, let me. Go to school. Do something 
with your passion for numbers.” 


Nash shook his head and laid the cheque on the table. “l 
won't take payment for the things I’ve done for you.” He 
lifted Sidney off his lap. “Now if you'll excuse me, I’ve got to 
get going before I’m late for work.” 


The rebuff hurt. Sidney stood, motionless, as Nash stormed 
out of the door. “What just happened?” he whispered to the 
empty room. 


* OK OK OX 


“You gonna eat that?” Butch asked. 


Nash pushed his untouched ham sandwich across the small 
lunch table. With his stomach still in knots, he knew there 
was no way he could keep it down. “Have at it.” 


Butch snatched the sandwich before Nash could change his 
mind. “What’s up with you today? | thought birthdays were 
Supposed to be happy occasions.” 


Nash glanced up from the table and narrowed his eyes. 
“How’d you know it was my birthday?” 


Butch paused mid-bite. “Mac must’ve mentioned it.” 


What could Nash say to that? Mac was his boss and had 
access to personal information. “Just don’t go spreading it 


around. I’m not really in a birthday mood today.” 


“Too late,” Butch said around a mouthful of food. “We've 
already been talking about taking you out for a beer after 
work.” 


Nash thought of Sidney’s plans for the evening. “Maybe a 
couple.” 


It wasn’t that he didn’t plan on making it home in time for 
their dinner reservation so what would it matter? Nash kept 
going over the morning’s events. He’d been an asshole. No 
doubt about it, but the cheque had been a major blow to his 
pride. 


He felt like Sidney was shoving money in his face while 
telling him he needed to improve himself by going to school. 
Nash stared at his hands. The grease seemed permanently 
embedded in each crack and groove. Did it embarrass 
Sidney to be seen in public with him? He thought of Sidney’s 
clean soft hands. The man would never again have a callus 
and here Nash sat with nothing but. Damn. 


* OK OK OX 


After leaving work at noon, Sidney gently sat the large sheet 
cake on the table. “Are you sure you don’t mind me putting 
up a few decorations?” 


“Go for it. | can’t wait to see Nash’s face when he walks in 
here,” the bartender replied. 


Sidney set to work standing on tables and fastening 
streamers to the ceiling. By the time he was finished, 
Wally’s looked like a painted lady. His stomach rumbled, 
reminding Sidney he hadn't eaten. “Is the grill open?” he 
asked Kenny. 


“Yeah, can | get you something?” 


Knowing he and Nash had the same tastes in food, Sidney 
asked, “What’s Nash usually order?” 


“Cheddar burger with steak fries.” 


“Sounds good.” Sidney sat on one of the stools at the bar 
while Kenny hollered the order to the cook. “I probably 
Shouldn’t start yet, but | could use a Coors Light.” 


“Draw or bottle?” 


“Draw,” Sidney answered. He glanced at the large bulletin 
board behind the bar. A familiar face was in several of the 

photographs. “You mind?” he asked, gesturing towards the 
pictures. 


“Not at all.” 


Sidney stood and joined Kenny behind the bar to get a 
closer look. There were rows and rows of smiling men and 
women enjoying themselves. Nash’s handsome face stood 
out more than the others, but perhaps it was because in 
each photograph Nash looked happier than Sidney had seen 
him in months. There were several group pictures with Nash 
front and centre, usually surrounded by more women than 
men. 


“You have a lot of Nash,” he commented. 


“Yeah, the crew from Mac’s are regulars. It seems whenever 
there’s an occasion, those guys are smack dab in the middle 
of the fun.” 


Sidney swallowed around the lump in his throat. He’d had 
no idea Nash frequented the bar so often. Of course, by the 
time Sidney got off work and rode the Metra to Lake Forest 
it was usually close to eight before he was home. Sure, Nash 
usually smelt and tasted of beer, but Sidney assumed it was 
just a way for Nash to unwind. 


Turning away from the pictures, Sidney went back to his 
stool and reached for the frosty mug of beer. It wasn’t the 
fact that Nash hadn’t told him about his regular trips to 
Wally’s that bugged him most. It was the smiling face in the 
photographs that hurt. 


“Nash seems to attract the ladies,” he mumbled. 
“That he does,” Kenny confirmed. 


No wonder Nash hadn't introduced Sidney to his friends: 
obviously his partner wasn’t out of the closet. How far did 
Nash go with the women to pretend he was straight? Sidney 
remembered what Nash had told him about doing what he’d 
needed to do while in school to hide his homosexuality. 


Sidney’s hands started to shake. “Can | get that burger to 
go?” 


“Sure.” 


He glanced over his shoulder at the decorations he’d spent 
several hours putting up. Would they embarrass Nash? 
Would he? Sidney suddenly felt like a fool for calling Mac 
and asking him to spread the word about a surprise party 


for Nash at Wally’s. He hadn’t explained his relationship with 
Nash other than to introduce himself. 


Kenny sat a paper sack in front of Sidney. “There you go.” 


Sidney pulled a twenty out of his pocket along with an 
envelope of cash. He’d planned to pay for a keg of beer and 
just because he wouldn’t be attending the party was no 
reason to let the others down. “This is for the keg.” 


“You can pay after the party,” Kenny told him. 


Sidney stood and shook his head. “I won’t be here. Do me a 
favour and don’t tell Nash who set up the party.” 


“There a reason you’re not coming?” 


Sidney glanced at the photographs once more. “Not ina 
party mood. Besides, he’ll have a better time without me 
around. | just wanted to give him something he’d 
remember.” 


By the time he’d gathered his things and left the bar, Sidney 
felt gutted. He tried to remember what Maggie had said 
about Nash needing friends outside their relationship. Since 
Sidney had very few friends, he didn’t know if Nash’s 
actions were normal or not. What he did know was that he’d 
never have done the same thing to Nash. Sidney had always 
been beyond proud of his partner, and he’d thought Nash 
felt the same. 


* OK OK OX 


Nash’s jaw dropped when he walked into Wally’s. “What the 
fuck is all this?” 


Kenny held up his hands. “Don’t look at me, | didn’t do it.” 


“Hey, Birthday Boy, get over here and help us drink this 
pitcher,” Butch called from their usual table. 


Nash walked over and was promptly handed a beer. He 
stared down at the cake on the table and shook his head. 
Within moments the bad mood he'd carried around all day 
began to evaporate. He’d never had friends who had cared 
enough to throw him a party. Glancing around the table, 
Nash couldn’t wipe the smile from his face. “This is great. 
Thanks.” 


“Drink up,” Joe prompted, waving the pitcher around. 


“PIL be right back. | need to use the restroom.” Nash 
retreated to the restroom area and picked up the payphone. 
He was surprised when Sidney picked up on the third ring. 
“Hey, | didn’t think you’d be home.” 


“It’s your birthday,” Sidney said. 


Nash rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, would you 
mind if | had a couple of beers with the guys from work 
before | come home?” 


“Something going on?” 


Nash swallowed around the lump in his throat. “Not really. 
They just wanna buy me a few birthday drinks. l'Il be home 
in time to make it to the restaurant though.” 


“Do what you want,” Sidney mumbled. 


Nash wondered if Sidney was still mad about the way he’d 
left that morning. “It’s no big deal, just a couple of beers.” 


Sidney was quiet for several seconds. “If it’s no big deal, 
don’t worry about it.” 


Nash let out a loud, annoyed sigh. “Stop pouting. You’re not 
a kid anymore.” 


“Whatever. l'Il cancel the reservation. Have fun.” 


Before Nash could reply, Sidney hung up the phone. 
“Sonofabitch!” Nash growled, slamming the receiver back 
into its cradle. All he’d asked for was a couple of hours with 
friends, men who asked for nothing other than conversation 
and a good time. Friends who cared enough about him to 
buy him a Goddamned cake! 


By the time Nash made it back to the table, he was beyond 
aggravated at Sidney for the way he’d acted. “Fill me up,” 
he said, holding out his glass. 


* OK OK OX 


It was after midnight when Sidney heard the front door slam 
shut. Several moments later he heard a loud thud then 
nothing. Throwing back the covers, Sidney grabbed his robe 
and crept down the stairs. “Nash?” 


When he received no reply, he started to worry until he 
spotted his partner, half on, half off the couch. Nash 
appeared to be passed out. Sidney went to the front door 


and opened it. Nash’s truck wasn’t in the drive. “At least he 
didn’t drive home drunk.” 


Sidney shut the door and locked it before turning out the 
lights. He didn’t bother waking Nash. There was no way he 
could’ve got the drunken man up the steps anyway. He 
thought about getting a blanket out of the linen closet, but 
decided against it. “Let him suffer.” 


* OK OK OX 


Shielding his eyes against the bright sunlight streaming 
through the window, Nash tried to roll over and promptly fell 
to the floor with a thud. “What the hell?” he grumbled, 
grabbing his aching head. 


It took him several seconds to figure out why he was 
sleeping on the couch. He didn’t remember much of his ride 
home from Wally’s other than Kenny putting him into a taxi. 
Nash ran his fingers through his hair, stopping to scratch his 
scalp. He still had his shoes on. Sidney had to have heard 
him come in and just left him where he was. 


Struggling to his feet, Nash stumbled towards the small half 
bath on the main floor. As he relieved himself, he tried to 
remember details of the previous night. He’d been pissed at 
Sidney for acting like there was something wrong with him 
having a drink with his friends. Although he hadn't told 
Sidney about the party they’d thrown for him, all he’d asked 
for was a couple of hours before coming home. 


Nash shook off and flushed the toilet before heading 
upstairs. Whatever the hell was wrong with Sidney, Nash 


would feel better if they could hash it out before work. Upon 
entering the bedroom, he stopped in his tracks. 


Not only was the bed made, but there was no sign of Sidney. 
For the first time since he’d opened his eyes, Nash glanced 
at the clock. “Fuck!” he yelled. He instantly regretted it as 
his head threatened to topple from his neck. 


He was already an hour late for work. It was one thing to 
leave him on the couch all night, but the least Sidney 
could’ve done was wake him before he’d left for the 
construction site. No way would he have time for a shower. 
He just hoped Mac wouldn’t mind him coming in smelling of 
cigarettes and beer. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney poured another cup of coffee, happy he was working 
in the office instead of being stuck out on the job site. 


“Someone looks grouchy this morning,” Bobbi said, holding 
her cup out. 


The only reason Sidney proceeded to pour the woman’s 
coffee was because he actually liked her. Besides him, Bobbi 
seemed to be the only other square peg in the firm. “Bad 
night.” 


Bobbi giggled. “Drink too much at Nash’s party?” 


She’d been the only one Sidney had told about his surprise 
gift for Nash. He’d almost invited her to come along. He was 
very glad he hadn't. “Didn’t go.” 


Bobbi pulled Sidney over to the side of the break room in 
front of the floor to ceiling windows. “What do you mean 
you didn’t go? What happened?” 


Sidney was about to open up to the redhead when his boss 
walked into the room. “Drinks after work?” 


“You're on,” she said, a sparkle in her big blue eyes. 


By the time he’d made it back to his desk, Sidney’s mood 
was a tad lighter. He’d never gone out with a colleague after 
work, but if Nash could do it and not feel guilty, so could he. 


* OK OK OX 


“Four-thirty, time to clock out,” Butch said, coming up 
behind Nash to slap him on the back. 


Nash grabbed the red shop rag out of his back pocket and 
wiped some of the grease from his hands. “I was late 
getting in this morning, so Mac said | could make it up.” 


Butch laughed. “Yeah, that was one hell of a party your 
friend threw you. What | couldn’t understand is why he 
didn’t come.” 


“What’re you talking about? What friend?” 


Butch shrugged and put on a pair of sunglasses. “No clue. 
All | know is some guy called Mac last Thursday and said to 
spread the word about your surprise party at Wally’s. | 
assumed it was your boyfriend or something, but when he 
didn’t show | figured | was wrong.” 


Nash’s stomach dropped. His surprise must’ve shown on his 
face. Butch chuckled again. “Yeah, | figured it out a while 
back. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe.” 


“You're not mad?” 


“Nah. | know not everyone in the shop would understand. As 
long as you don’t start staring at my ass when I’m bent over 
an engine, we’re cool.” 


“As if,” Nash snorted, trying to cover his embarrassment. 


“I’m outta here,” Butch said, strolling out of the roll-up door 
towards his motorcycle. 


Nash watched Butch drive off, still stunned. A quick glance 
at the clock told him he still had fifty minutes of time to 
make up before he could go home and talk to Sidney. If 
Sidney really had planned the surprise party, why hadn’t he 
said anything? For that matter, why hadn’t Sidney come? A 
thought hit him. What if Sidney knew Nash was in the closet 
at work? 


“Shit,” he spat, ducking back under the hood. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney met Bobbi in front of the high-rise where they both 
worked. He was surprised to see the woman quickly put out 
a cigarette. “You smoke?” 


Bobbi bit her plump lower lip. “Ya caught me.” 


Sidney glanced around like a junky ready to score. “You got 
one for me?” 


Bobbi’s red eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “You smoke?” 


“Used to,” he said, lighting the cigarette. He put his back to 
the building and blew the smoke straight up. He swore he 
could feel the nicotine coursing through his veins after just 
one puff. “Nash made me quit.” 


“Then you're lucky. I’ve never had anyone who gave a shit if 
| smoked or not.” Bobbi lit up another cigarette and joined 
Sidney with her back against the wall. 


“I find that hard to believe. If that really is the case, my 
guess is that’s the way you want it. Gay or not, | know an 
attractive woman when | see one.” 


Bobbi bumped her shoulder against Sidney’s. “People have 
always considered me weird.” She shrugged. “So be it. If 
having my own sense of style and a mind of my own makes 
me weird, | accept that.” 


Sidney glanced at Bobbi. There had to be more to the story, 
but it was too early in their tentative friendship to press. “So 
where do people go for a drink around here?” 


“I don’t give a flyin’ flip about where people go. | like Maria 
Bella’s. It’s not hip or trendy, but their drinks are reasonable 
and people leave me the hell alone.” 


They finished their cigarettes and sunk the butts into the 
pot of sand housed nearby. “Which way?” Sidney asked. 


Bobbi gestured with her head and took off down the 
sidewalk. He watched the way her peasant skirt blew around 
in the wind for several seconds before jogging to catch up to 


her. For a woman of around five-foot-two, Bobbi could eat 
her way down a sidewalk. 


“Are you from Chicago?” Sidney asked. 


Bobbi laughed. “Hardly. | was born and raised near 
Woodstock, New York.” She peered over her black-cat 
glasses. “Before you ask, yes, my parents are as free- 
spirited as | am.” 


Sidney had a hard time trying to fit a person like Bobbi into 
the corporate world. “So why architecture?” 


“Because if someone doesn’t start caring about this planet 
we’re all doomed. | truly believe solar panels are the way of 
the future, and if it takes a fantastically designed building to 
get customers to see that, so be it.” 


They turned the corner and made their way down one of the 
side streets. “I’d like to look at your designs sometime,” 
Sidney commented. 


“Careful what you ask for. I’ve been known to step up on my 
soapbox when explaining my work.” 


“That’s fine with me. | get the same way with my work. 
When you're passionate about something it’s hard not to 
want others to understand it.” 


Bobbi looped her arm around Sidney’s. “I think this is the 
beginning of a great friendship.” 


* OK OK OX 


It was almost nine o’clock when Sidney arrived home. Nash 
had been beside himself with worry. Especially after he’d 
found the paper sack and food wrapper from Wally’s in the 
trash can. Even worse, he’d only found it by digging through 
the trash looking for clues as to whether or not Sidney had 
planned and executed the party. The wrapper containing a 
half-eaten cheeseburger inside was proof of Sidney’s 
involvement in the surprise party. 


Sidney stopped suddenly in the process of removing his key 
from the lock. “Oh, you’re home.” 


“Of course I’m home,” Nash answered from his position on 
the couch. “Where’ve you been? | was worried when you 
didn’t call or come straight home.” 


“I went out for a drink with a colleague from work.” Sidney 
shut the door and locked it, tossing his keys onto the small 
table. He picked up the pile of mail and started looking 
through it, ignoring Nash. 


“What friend from work?” 


“Bobby,” Sidney said, dropping the envelopes back onto the 
table. He passed Nash and strode towards the kitchen. 


Nash jumped off the couch and followed Sidney. “Bobby 
who? I’ve never heard you talk about a friend named 
Bobby.” 


Sidney pulled a bag of corn chips out of the cabinet. “I don’t 
think you want to go there with me, Nash. Not right now, 
anyway.” Sidney grabbed a Coke out of the refrigerator and 
headed out of the room without even looking at Nash. 


“Stop running away from me!” Nash yelled to Sidney’s 
retreating back. 


“I’m not running anywhere,” Sidney answered. “I’m walking 
upstairs to watch TV.” 


“We need to talk about last night,” Nash said, following 
Sidney up the steps. 


“No. We really, really don’t. If you want to continue to lie to 
your friends, be my guest, but | can promise you one thing. | 
will never.” Sidney stopped on the top step and turned to 
stare at Nash. “Ever. Throw you a party again.” 


Nash sighed. “I’m sorry about that. | didn’t know you were 
the one who'd done all that.” 


“Doesn't matter.” Sidney walked into the bedroom and 
kicked off his shoes. He set the can of Coke and chips on the 
bedside table before disappearing into the bathroom. 


“It matters to me,” Nash said through the closed door. 


When he received nothing in reply, Nash began to undress 
for bed. He’d already taken his shower, happy to get the 
stink from the previous night off him. In a last second 
decision, Nash left his underwear on and climbed under the 
covers, resting his back against the headboard. 


When Sidney walked out of the bathroom wearing a pair of 
sleep pants, Nash knew he was in deep trouble. Never once 
since they’d got together had Sidney worn a stitch of 
clothing to bed. 


Once again, Sidney ignored Nash as he turned on the 
television and grabbed the chips. “Would you turn that 
down so we can talk?” Nash asked. 


With an exaggerated sigh, Sidney made a production of 
stabbing the mute button before crossing his arms. “Even if 


you didn’t know | was the one behind the party, it would’ve 
been nice had you invited me to come down to the bar and 
join you. Of course that would mean acknowledging your 
queer side.” 


Sidney was right. There was no way Nash could argue the 
statement. “I’m sorry. It’s just that the guys | work with 
aren’t really open-minded when it comes to stuff like that.” 


“So why be friends with them?” 


“Because maybe it sounds selfish, but my relationship with 
you is only part of who I am. Why can’t | shut that part of 
myself off if it means feeling liked and accepted by the 
people I’m surrounded by every fucking day? | know you 
don’t understand what it’s like, but | grew up one of the 
popular kids. | guess I’m not ready to give that feeling up.” 


Moisture filled Sidney’s eyes. “You're right. | don’t know how 
that feels.” 


Nash reached for Sidney when he threw back the covers. 
“Wait. I’m sorry. | shouldn’t have said that.” 


Sidney moved his arm, dislodging Nash’s tentative hold. 
“Don’t worry about it. The truth is the truth,” he said, 
getting out of bed. Once again, Sidney disappeared into the 
bathroom and shut the door. 


Nash thumped his head against the bed several times 
before getting up. He was prepared to find the door locked, 
so it was a Surprise when it opened easily. Sidney sat on the 
closed toilet lid, his forearms resting on his thighs. 


Nash knelt beside Sidney and rested his forehead against 
Sidney’s knee. He needed to put into words what he’d been 
hiding from Sidney since their move to Lake Forest. “I felt so 


lonely before | made friends with the guys from the shop. | 
know it’s not your fault, but you’re never here. Back home it 
didn’t bother me as much because | had other things to do, 
but there are no horses housed behind the town house.” 


“I come home to you every single night. And rarely do | get 
to kiss you anymore without tasting beer. | don’t say 
anything because | know you go to the bar after work so you 
don’t have to come home to an empty house. It’s the reason 
| thought you'd be happy if | threw you a party with your 
friends. | just didn’t realise at the time that I’m not one of 
them anymore.” 


“Don’t say that,” Nash said around the lump in his throat. 
He tilted Sidney’s chin up so he could look into those 
gorgeous green eyes he’d fallen in love with. “You’re my 
best friend. You'll always be that for me.” 


Once again, Sidney’s eyes filled with tears. “Before today, 
you were my only friend here. How do you think it made me 
feel when I realised you'd rather spend your birthday with 
people who don’t even know | exist?” 


Nash pulled Sidney off the toilet and into his arms. “l'm a 
real sonofabitch, aren’t |?” 


Sidney remained quiet, in silent agreement evidently. 


“Tell me about your new friend?” Nash asked, trying to tamp 
down his earlier jealousy. 


“Bobbi, with an /, is a lot like me. Neither of us fit in with the 
others. For some reason | really needed to connect with 
someone today, so | invited her out for a drink after work.” 


“Her?” Nash asked, relieved. 


Sidney nodded.- 


“Were you planning on telling me your new friend is a 
woman?” He spotted a brief sparkle in Sidney’s eyes and 
knew the answer. “Did you want me to be jealous?” 


Sidney shrugged. “It’d be a nice change of pace.” He moved 
his head back, away from Nash’s hand, but didn’t break eye 
contact. “I’ve been through a lot of shit in my life, but | can 
honestly say, yesterday was right up there with one of the 
worst days I’ve experienced.” 


Nash held Sidney tighter, needing the contact. “How can 
you say that? You almost lost your life in a car accident, not 
to mention your mom’s death.” 


Sidney’s Adam’s apple bobbed several times. “Because it 
was the first day since you told me you loved me that | 
didn’t feel it.” 


The answer hit Nash like a Mac Truck. “I’m sorry | made you 
feel that way. | know your schedule isn’t your fault, but | 
think there’s a part of me that wanted to make you pay for 
it anyway.” He rested his forehead against Sidney’s. “I only 
have two choices as far as the guys from work are 
concerned. | can either quit or stay in the closet. Although | 
did find out earlier that Butch knows the truth. Of course, he 
agreed with me on keeping my sexuality a secret from the 
others.” 


Sidney shook his head. “Believe it or not, | do understand 
that. It’s not that that hurt me. It was the feeling that you’d 
rather be with them than me.” 


“It’s going to take me a long time to make this up to you, 
isn’t it?” Nash surmised. 


“Probably.” 
“Can we compromise?” Nash asked. 
“Hopefully.” 


“Why don’t we pick a night during the week when it’s okay 
to go out with our friends? The rest of the week can be 
reserved for just us.” Nash bit his bottom lip. He really did 
enjoy hanging out with the guys, but nothing was worth 
alienating the man he loved. 


“Friday nights,” Sidney supplied. “That way we don’t have to 
worry about going to work the next day.” 


“Deal.” Nash knew he’d dodged a bullet, but he couldn’t 
help but wonder how long the misunderstanding would 
plague their relationship. 


Chapter Four 


September 1991 


“What if no one shows up?” 


Nash reached across the seat and grabbed Sidney’s hand 
before he could bite his nails to the quick. “Are you kidding? 
The entire community’s been waiting for this.” 


It was the day of the official ribbon-cutting ceremony at the 
library. Nash didn’t doubt half the town would be on hand to 
get their first look inside the unique building. Although he 
hadn't told Sidney, Nash had driven by the project often, 
and he had no doubt the public would be wowed by the 
results. 


Turning the corner, Nash’s pickup came to a stop. Even 
though the library was still four blocks away, policemen 
were doing their best to direct traffic. With long lines in all 
directions, it seemed there weren’t enough parking spaces 
in the entire town to accommodate the throngs of people. 
“Damn. Where'd all these people come from?” 


Sidney unbuckled his seat belt and bent over, holding his 
head. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” 


Nash chuckled and rubbed Sidney’s back. “You'll do fine.” 


“Remind me again, why did | agree to make a short 
speech?” Sidney groaned. 


“Because this whole project was your baby. You deserve it. 
Just be grateful we have a reserved parking space pass.” 


They were eventually directed to the parking lot where the 
other officials were parked. According to Sidney, 
representatives from the county library board as well as 
state and local politicians would be on hand for the 
ceremony. 


He climbed out of the truck and reached behind the seat for 
his suit jacket, the same one he’d worn to Sidney’s 
graduation. It amazed him how far Sidney’s career had 
come in such a short time. It was further proof of his 
partner’s talent and dedication. “Ready?” 


Sidney shook his head. “Give me a second.” 


Nash walked to the front of the truck and stared at the 
concrete and glass building. From the front, the two-storey 
library looked like six upright books. The artist the firm had 
hired had done an amazing job of painting the book spines. 
If Nash hadn’t known better, he would have sworn the books 
were wrapped in colourful leather. The gilded titles of some 
of the most revered books in the world brought a smile to 
his face. “I’m glad they added Charlotte’s Web. That was 
always one of my favourites.” 


“I know,” Sidney said, joining him. “Mike did it as a favour to 
me. The rest of the books were chosen in a contest.” 


Nash wrapped an arm around Sidney. “Thank you.” 


Sidney glanced up at Nash and shook his head. “No. It’s my 
way of thanking you. | wouldn’t have accepted the job if you 


hadn’t agreed to follow me here. | know | don’t say it 
enough, but I’m grateful every day that you love me.” 


Nash bent down and gave Sidney a quick, soft kiss. “I’m 
grateful you let me.” 


“Oh my God, it’s fantastic!” A woman with long red hair 
hanging in row after row of tiny braids and a bohemian-style 
dress ran towards them. Nash had no doubt it was Sidney’s 
friend Bobbi. 


Sidney pulled away from Nash and accepted Bobbi’s 
enthusiastic hug. “Thanks.” 


Nash spotted a group of familiar faces. “Well, look what the 
cat dragged in.” 


Sidney released Bobbi. By the angry expression on Sidney’s 
face, it was apparent he thought Nash was making a 
comment about Bobbi’s appearance. 


Nash pointed towards the group of people standing in the 
grass. Although he hadn’t known they would actually show 
up, Nash had emailed Luke to tell him about the grand 
opening. 


Sidney’s face lit up. He grabbed Nash and Bobbi by the 
hand and pulled them towards the Ballentine family. Despite 
the fact that restraint was not one of Sidney’s strong points, 
he managed to hold his joy intact until they crossed the 
parking lot. He released Nash’s hand and all but ran towards 
the group of clapping friends. “I can’t believe you’re here!” 


“It’s your big day. How could we stay away?” Maggie asked, 
enveloping Sidney in a motherly hug. “I’m so proud of you.” 


A lump formed in Nash’s throat as he watched the pair. He 
knew they were both thinking of Sidney’s mother and 
wishing she could’ve lived to see the day. Stepping forward, 
he reached out and shook Alan’s hand before moving on to 
Luke. “You look better every time | see you.” 


Luke grinned. “That’s not saying much, seeing as how the 
first time you saw me I was in a coma.” 


Brian, who stood just behind Luke, ruffled Luke’s hair. 
“Behave.” He held his hand out. “Good to see you again.” 


“Likewise,” Nash said. 


By the time Nash was finished shaking hands, Sidney had 
torn himself away from Maggie and was in the process of 
hugging Josh. For the first time in memory, Josh looked 
somewhat happy. Gone was the sour expression the man 
had seemed to constantly wear. 


“He’s doing so much better,” Maggie said in Nash’s ear. “He 
completed the programme and has been one hundred 
percent clean since December first.” 


Nash nodded, acknowledging the achievement, but he 
wasn’t ready to forgive Josh for all the hurt he’d caused 
Sidney. “Good to hear.” 


Josh and Sidney were still huddled together talking, but, 
with time ticking away, Nash stepped over. “It’s almost 
time,” he reminded Sidney. 


Sidney gave Nash a kiss on the cheek. “Do me a favour and 
introduce Bobbi to everyone.” 


“Will do.” Nash gave Sidney another kiss. “Good luck.” 


“PIL need it,” Sidney said with a chuckle. He waved to 
everyone as he hurried towards the podium set up in front 
of the library. 


Although there were no doors or windows on the front of the 
building, the backdrop of the towering books was perfect. 
The entire back of the building was made of glass with a 
spectacular view of Lake Michigan. Although pictures hadn’t 
shown up yet in magazines or newspapers, Nash knew it 
was only a matter of time before Sidney’s career exploded. 


Nash hoped he was ready, but, as he stared up at the 
impressive building, he couldn’t help but fear the years 
ahead. If Sidney became as sought after as Nash predicted, 
would there still be room for him? 


* OK OK OX 


After an impromptu dinner party at a local restaurant, Nash 
helped Sidney up the front steps. “It would be easier for me 
to just carry you,” Nash commented. 


“I’m not that bad,” Sidney said, leaning heavily against the 
rail. 


“How much did you drink, anyway?” 


Sidney laughed. “No idea. People just kept buying me drinks 
so | drank ‘em.” 


Once they made it inside the town house, Nash led Sidney 
to the sofa. “Sit tight while | lock up.” 


Closing his eyes, Sidney sighed. “Not going anywhere.” 


Nash crossed through to the kitchen for pain relievers and a 
bottle of water. “Here,” he said, joining Sidney on the couch. 


While Sidney fumbled to take two of the pills from the jar, 
Nash removed his suit jacket. Hopefully it’d be another year 
before he had to wear the damn thing. He smiled to himself. 
It had all been worth it, though, to see and hear Sidney up 
on the podium. There had even been a writer from 
Architectural Digest on hand to interview him for an planned 
spotlight piece the magazine was doing on up and coming 
architects. 


Free of his coat and tie, Nash pulled Sidney into his arms. 
“The library is spectacular. You should feel so proud of 
yourself.” 


Sidney began unbuttoning Nash’s shirt, kissing his way 
down as he did. “If they put me in the article, I’d like to send 
a copy to Dad.” 


Nash blinked in surprise. Sidney rarely spoke of his father, 
but when he did it was usually something negative. “If that’s 
what you want. Although | hope you know you don’t have 
anything to prove to him.” 


Sidney slid to the floor and unfastened the top of Nash’s 
pants. “I know | don’t, but would it sound petty if | wanted to 
do it anyway?” 


Nash ruffled Sidney’s hair. “No. Just makes you human.” He 
lifted his hips so Sidney could slide his pants down. There 
were few things in life he enjoyed more than having 
Sidney’s lips wrapped around his cock, and, even though it 
was technically Sidney’s day to shine, Nash didn’t protest as 
his partner swallowed his length. 


With his slacks bunched around his ankles, Nash tried to 
spread his legs as much as possible. Although he never 
asked for it, he secretly hoped Sidney’s talented tongue 
would find its way to his ass. 


Sidney nuzzled his face against the short curls surrounding 
Nash’s cock. “Love the way you smell.” 


Nash rested his head against the back of the sofa and toed 
off his dress shoes. He could spend the rest of his life 
getting praised and loved by Sidney and never tire of it. 
Some men were horrible lays when they drank, but not 
Sidney. It seemed the more Sidney drank, the better their 
lovemaking. Nash assumed it had something to do with 
Sidney letting go of the pressures of his everyday life and 
just living in the moment. 


Whatever it was that allowed Sidney to slow down and 
thoroughly enjoy himself, Nash was all for it. Sidney slowly 
licked and sucked Nash’s cock from root to crown while his 
fingers began to explore the crack of Nash’s ass. “Oh, 
yeah,” he moaned when Sidney zeroed in on his hole. 


Sidney released Nash’s cock and grinned. “You like that, 
don’t you?” 


“I love that,” Nash answered, pushing his pants off so he 
could rest his heels on the edge of the sofa. 


“It’s been a long time since | fucked you,” Sidney whispered. 


“It’s your night. You can do anything to me you want.” Nash 
rarely made the offer. Perhaps he’d had too many drinks, as 
well. Nash refused to examine the reason he was willing to 
give up complete control when Sidney’s tongue began to lap 
at his asshole. “Right there. Oh, fuck!” he growled. 


Sidney sat back on his heels and ran his palms up Nash’s 
body to pinch his nipples. “Let’s go upstairs.” 


“I’m pretty comfortable right here,” Nash answered. 
“But the lube’s upstairs,” Sidney grumbled. 
“You could just go back to rimming,” Nash offered. 


“Not if you want me to last until | fuck you,” Sidney 
countered. 


Chuckling, Nash sat up. “You on a hair trigger?” 


“Something like that.” Sidney got to his feet and began 
Stripping his clothes as he walked towards the staircase. 


Nash watched Sidney shed his clothes and groaned. 
Although Sidney was still too thin, and probably always 
would be, his body had begun to attain definition. The lean 
muscles were sexy as hell on the golden boy of the 
architectural world. 


Nash followed Sidney upstairs, his erection bobbing almost 
painfully with each step. He settled his hand around his 
length and entered the bedroom. 


Sidney gestured to the bed before retrieving a blue scarf 
from the top dresser drawer. Nash couldn’t help but chuckle 
as Sidney draped the sheer fabric over the bedside lamp, 
casting the room in a cool blue glow. The first time Sidney 
had draped the lamp, Nash had thought it was corny as hell, 
but he’d quickly warmed to the muted light. He positioned 
himself on his hands and knees and presented his ass to 
Sidney, asking without words for more of what he’d been 
given downstairs. 


Before getting into bed, Sidney grabbed the bottle of lube 
from the drawer. “Tongue or fingers?” he asked, settling 
behind Nash. 


“Both. Please, God, both,” Nash practically begged. 
Sidney playfully bit Nash’s butt. “You have the best ass.” 


Normally Nash would refute the statement, but at the 
moment he just wanted Sidney’s mouth, more specifically, 
his tongue. He bit his bottom lip, waiting, trying like hell to 
be patient. Then it happened. The tip of Sidney’s tongue 
stabbed against Nash’s hole, and Nash’s body came alive. 


Nash reached for his cock as Sidney began sucking and 
licking Nash’s ass. Heaven was the only way to describe it. 
Maybe he needed to ask for it more often. He laid his head 
on the blanket so he could jack himself with one hand and 
try to hold his ass open with the other. It wasn’t until he felt 
moisture run down his cheek that he realised he was 
drooling. Sonofabitch! Sidney had reduced him to a 
slobbering mess. 


Sidney introduced a finger to Nash’s relaxing hole. “Okay?” 
“Uh huh,” Nash managed to get out. 


With the aid of warm spit, Sidney soon worked his way up to 
three fingers deep in Nash’s ass. “So hungry,” Sidney 
chuckled. 


“Starved,” Nash grunted. He heard the soft snick as Sidney 
opened the bottle of lube. “Love me,” he mumbled, pressing 
his thumb against the underside of his cock. 


“Always.” Sidney removed his fingers and replaced them 
with the crown of his cock. “Don’t clench up on me now,” he 


warned. 


Nash hadn’t even realised he’d done it. He blew out several 
times, willing his body to return to its relaxed state. He 
turned his face to the mattress and scrunched his eyes 
closed as an uncomfortable pinch followed Sidney’s 
entrance into his body. 


“Okay?” Sidney asked. 


Nash nodded, knowing the pain would soon subside and 
give way to the euphoric pleasure he was desperately 
reaching for. He wasn’t sure why the two of them didn’t 
swap places more often, except that Nash loved taking care 
of Sidney, and Sidney seemed to crave being taken care of. 
At least in bed, he mentally added. 


Buried to the hilt, Sidney leant down and kissed Nash’s 
spine. “I’d almost forgotten how good you feel wrapped 
around my cock,” he whispered. 


Once the pain subsided, Nash turned his head to gaze back 
at Sidney. “Love you,” he mouthed. 


“You too,” Sidney replied, before starting a slow rhythm. 


Nash let his mind wander as he gave himself over to the 
pleasure Sidney bestowed so freely. It hadn’t been easy 
since moving to Chicago, but he knew he'd follow Sidney to 
the ends of the earth if he needed to. 


Lulled by the slow fucking, Nash’s body jerked when Sidney 
suddenly slammed deep and hard. He rose up on his arms 
and looked over his shoulder. Head tilted back and eyes 
closed, Sidney appeared to be in his own state of bliss. The 
fucking became steadily faster, making Sidney’s breathing 


pick up. Fuck, he’s beautiful, Nash thought, staring at the 
man he loved above all others. 


It was that thought that prompted the first strand of seed to 
shoot from Nash’s cock on to the blanket below. “Coming!” 
he howled. 


“Right there,” Sidney gasped, his face contorting with the 
intensity of his own orgasm. 


Nash milked the last drop from his cock before collapsing on 
to the bed with Sidney landing with a thud on top of him. 
Nash fought to get his breathing under control while spots 
danced behind his closed eyelids. Nash didn’t know if it was 
the exhaustion of the busy day combined with the perfect 
ending, or if his blood pressure had spiked again. He hadn’t 
said a word to Sidney, but he’d had several brief moments 
of dizziness over the last few months. 


Sidney rolled off Nash and cuddled against him. “Too tired to 
get up.” 


“Just sleep,” Nash said, brushing Sidney’s cheek. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney sat between Nash and Josh at the long table. It was 
the last time he’d see the Ballentines before they all 
boarded a plane to return to their lives in Pennsylvania. With 
Nash involved in a discussion with Peter, the stockbroker of 
the family, Sidney turned his attention to Josh. 


Although the man had assured Sidney he was off the 
prescription pain pills, Sidney was anxious to talk about 
what Josh had planned for his future. “Given any more 
thought to finishing college?” 


Josh took a sip of his orange juice. “A little. | was impressed 
by the counsellors at the treatment hospital, especially the 
ones who'd fought their own battles with drugs. | could see 
myself working there.” 


“That’s great. You should go for it.” 


Josh nodded before eating another bite of his brunch. 
“What’s the story with that friend of yours, Bobbi? She’s 
hot,” Josh said around a mouthful of food. 


Sidney’s protective instincts kicked in. As much as he still 
loved Josh, Sidney didn’t want to introduce the possible 
heartache that tended to follow Josh around like a bad 
penny. Bobbi meant too much to him for that. Besides, she’d 
had more than her share of players float in and out of her 
life. Even though Sidney had no idea what Josh’s sex life had 
encompassed since their college days, he remembered Josh 
going from girl to girl. Nope, not what Sidney wanted for 
Bobbi. 


“She’s taken,” Sidney lied. “Sorry.” 

“Just my luck,” he chuckled. 

Nash reached over and grabbed Sidney’s hand. “Hey.” 
Sidney turned to look at Nash. “What’s up?” 


“Peter was just telling me about how people are really 
getting into online trading.” 


“You mean stock trading?” Sidney leant forward to look past 
Nash to Peter. “I thought you worked for a brokerage firm?” 


“I do, but | have clients who are constantly calling me for 
tips so they can delve into online trading. | was just telling 
Nash...” 


“He'll teach me how to do it,” Nash jumped in, cutting Peter 
off. “l'II have to pay a fee each time | trade, but if | really do 
my homework beforehand, | should be able to keep those to 
a minimum.” 


Sidney’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He couldn’t remember 
anything, outside of the bedroom, that had elicited such an 
excited reaction from Nash since they’d left Kansas. Nash 
had always pored over the stock section of the newspaper, 
something Sidney could never understand, especially 
because Nash had never had the money to invest in the 
market. “You’d do that?” 


“Sure. Of course, as | told Nash, it would help if he’d take a 
few college classes. | doubt he’ll ever become rich, but if 
he’s good, he should make enough to live on.” 


“Is that the kind of thing you could teach over the phone?” 
Sidney asked. 


“I like it here. | thought I’d stay another couple days.” 
“You can stay with us,” Nash offered. 


Sidney nodded his agreement. “Will it be expensive? The 
trading, | mean?” 


“I can start showing him the ropes using my personal 
stocks.” Peter reached in front of Nash and laid a hand on 
Sidney’s arm. “Don’t worry. We'll start slow. There are plenty 


of cheap stocks out there for Nash to cut his teeth on before 
threatening his savings.” 


Sidney glanced at Nash. He knew he’d give every cent in 
savings to keep that look of boyhood excitement on his 
lover’s handsome face. “Does this mean you'll take some 
classes?” 


“I know it sounds crazy,” Nash mumbled, “but I'd really like 
to do this. I’ve always thought of stocks as the ultimate 
mind puzzle. You know, trying to figure out what would go 
up, what would go down? Now that | have a chance to learn, 
I'd really like to try it.” 


Sidney chuckled. “You don’t need my permission to do this. 
You know that, right?” Sidney asked. 


“It’s not about permission,” Nash said. “It’s about your 
Support.” 


Sidney leaned in and gave Nash a quick kiss. “My support is 
a given. You’ve done nothing but support me almost my 
entire life.” 


Nash kissed Sidney again before turning back to Peter. “Can 
we start this evening?” 


Chapter Five 


May 1992 


After fumbling with the stack of newspapers in his hands, 
Sidney managed to get the front door shut. “Nash?” 


“In here,” Nash called from the kitchen. 


Sidney set the papers on the coffee table and kicked off his 
shoes. He was flying on a high of praise he didn’t know if 
he’d ever come down from. “Guess what?” he asked, 
stepping into the kitchen. 


With his back to Sidney, Nash continued to stir the pot on 
the stove. “What?” 


“I made the Washington Post's article on ‘ Young Architects 
to Watch’.” He wrapped his arms around Nash’s waist, 
needing to share the good news with the man who'd helped 
him get through college. 


“I’m proud of you, babe,” Nash said without turning around. 


There was something in Nash’s voice that sounded...off. 
Sidney stepped back. “Is there something wrong?” 


“We don’t have to talk about it now.” Nash continued to stir 
his pot for several moments before finally turning around. “I 


really am proud of you.” He leant forward and gave Sidney a 
quick kiss. 


Sidney rested his hands on Nash’s chest. “Please, talk to 
me,” 


Nash gestured towards the table. “I got my grades.” He 
shook his head. “They’re less than stellar.” 


Sidney walked to the table and lifted the sheet of paper. 
Nash was right, the grades weren’t great, a C- anda D+. 
“You still passed them, though, right?” 


“Barely,” Nash mumbled. 


Dropping the paper onto the table, Sidney rejoined Nash at 
the stove. He leaned against the counter because Nash had 
already turned back to preparing dinner. “I think you’re too 
hard on yourself.” 


Nash looked at Sidney. “Really? How would you’ve reacted if 
you worked your ass off and got shitty grades?” 


“Don’t do that. You can’t compare the two of us. | was a full- 
time student who didn’t have to worry about getting up 
every day to work a job.” Sidney pushed against Nash’s 
shoulder until his partner turned to face him. He wished he 
could convince Nash to give up his job, but they’d had that 
argument before. “You do so much in a given day you make 
me dizzy. Work, online trading, school...” Sidney gestured to 
the bubbling spaghetti sauce. “And still find time to make 
sure | have a delicious meal at the end of the day. So you 
got a couple of lower than expected grades. So what? You’re 
doing something you love.” 


“But | really tried,” Nash said, staring over Sidney’s 
shoulder. “I was stupid to think just because | had a passion 


for something I'd be good at it.” 


“That’s bullshit. You are good at it. Unless you want an 
actual degree, every bit of knowledge you acquire will help 
you make money. You seem to have a natural gift for 
predicting trends in the market. Use that. | trust you with 
our money because | believe in your ability to make us 
more. | love you to the bottom of my heart, but | wouldn’t 
just hand over money for you to play online games.” 


Nash eventually gazed down into Sidney’s eyes. “l'Il never 
be more than an online trader, will 1?” 


“That depends on what you really want. Every night | watch 
you either do homework or pore over the newspapers, 
looking for tips or trends, or whatever you call them. | know 
where your true passion lies. Do you?” 


Nash nodded. 


Sidney smiled up at his gorgeous partner. “Go with that 
feeling. If you can get the same knowledge by reading 
newspapers, do it. Having the ability to make a living at 
something you love is what’s most important, not how you 
get there.” 


The sauce began to pop, painting the stove in drops of red. 
“I'd better finish dinner.” Nash wrapped his arms around 
Sidney. “Thanks for the pep talk.” 


Sidney brushed a kiss across Nash’s lips. “Never compare 
me to a cheerleader. | hated those bitches in school.” He 
smiled again. “I just love you, and there are times when | 
think | believe in you more than you believe in yourself.” 


“You always have,” Nash whispered. 


* OK OK OX 


June 1992 


Nash was in the middle of loading newspapers into the back 
of his truck to take to the recycling plant when he came 
across something that had the power to knock the wind out 
of him. He sat back on his ass and stared at the neatly 
bound bundle of Washington Posts. “Oh, no.” 


Bowing his head, he scrubbed the heel of his hands against 
his eyes. How had he forgotten? He vaguely remembered 
Sidney making the announcement of his achievement the 
previous month, but Nash had been so wrapped up in his 
stupid grades he’d let the moment pass without fanfare. 


Sidney hadn’t mentioned again that he’d been named a 
‘Young Architects to Watch’ in the newspaper, and, sadly, 
Nash hadn’t remembered it. “Fuck!” he yelled to the empty 
house. He carried the stack of papers to the kitchen and set 
them on the table before picking up the phone. He ran his 
finger down the phone list tacked to the refrigerator before 
dialling. 


“Hello?” 
“Hi, Bobbi, it’s Nash.” 


“Did something happen?” she asked, fear in her voice. 


It was to be expected. Nash had never called Sidney’s friend 
before, but, then again, he’d never had a reason to. 
“Sidney’s fine. It’s me who's fucked up.” Nash went on to 
explain the situation he’d got himself into. By the time he’d 
finished, Bobbi had gone quiet. “Anyway, | was wondering if 
you could give me the name of a good restaurant in the city. 
Sidney’s at the office trying to catch up on some work, so | 
thought I'd take the train in and surprise him with a nice 
dinner to make up for the fact that he has a self-centred 
asshole for a partner.” 


“He hasn’t said anything about it, but l’d wondered why you 
weren't at the big celebration lunch the firm threw for him. 
When I asked him where you were, he just shook his head 
and gave me that drop it look. | assumed you couldn’t get 
away or something.” 


Nash closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the 
fridge. “I didn’t know anything about it.” 


“Don’t be mad at him. It sounds to me like he didn’t want to 
rub his career in your face.” 


“Yeah, it sounds like that to me, too. Hell, maybe a dinner 
won't be enough to smooth things over. Any ideas on what 
else | can do?” Nash knew he’d truly fucked things up. 
Selfish didn’t begin to describe his actions. 


“There are a lot of great places to eat in Chicago, but | can 
think of another place that he’d probably prefer.” 


“Where's that? l'Il take him anywhere.” 


“Think hard, Nash. It’s the one place he’s always wanted 
you to take him.” 


“Wally’s,” Nash surmised. 


“It’s a thought anyway. | know he understands why you 
don’t want him there, but | also know it hurts his feelings.” 
Bobbi sighed. “I thought | was a good friend, but here | am 
spilling all the friend secrets | keep stashed away.” 


“Don’t worry. | won’t tell him. Thanks for your help.” 
“I'd do anything for him, you know that,” Bobbi said. 


“Yeah, | know. You’re a good friend.” Nash said goodbye 
before hanging up. He had some serious thinking to do 
before Sidney returned home. 


* OK OK OX 


Just inside the front door, Sidney almost ran into a large 
framed Washington Post that was leaning against the hall 
table. He stared down at the highlighted article and melted. 


“Do you like it?” Nash asked, coming into the room. 


Sidney turned and launched himself into Nash’s waiting 
arms. “I love it.” 


Nash walked them over to the sofa and pulled Sidney into 
his lap. “Strange thing happened to me earlier. | was 
cleaning out the storage room and ran across a stack of 
articles with the man | love highlighted in them.” Nash 
brushed Sidney’s cheek with his palm. “I’m sorry that | was 
SO wrapped up in my own problems | didn’t give you the 
recognition you deserve.” 


Sidney shrugged. “I knew you hadn’t done it on purpose.” 


“Nope. No, | didn’t, but | deserve a whack upside the head 
regardless.” Nash ran his hand down Sidney’s back to rest it 
on his ass. “I don’t ever again want to put you in the 
position to downplay your successes. You deserve every 
accolade you receive, and from now on I want to be in the 
front row when your peers or the press recognise what | 
already know.” 


Sidney leaned against Nash’s chest. “And what’s that?” he 
asked, shamelessly fishing for one more compliment. 


“That you’re not only incredibly talented but hotter than 
hell,” Nash said around a chuckle. 


“I like that last bit the best,” Sidney said. The last five 
minutes had almost made the entire episode worth it. 


“Do you feel like going out to dinner with me? | found a 
special place that | think you'll love.” 


What Sidney really wanted was to stay in and snuggle, but it 
was obvious Nash needed him to go to this ‘special place’. 
“Sure. Just let me run upstairs and put on a pair of jeans.” 


Before Sidney could get away, Nash pulled him in for a deep 
kiss. Sidney accepted Nash’s tongue like he accepted 
everything else, with gusto. He moved to straddle Nash’s 
lap, rubbing his erection against his man’s hard torso. 


Nash squeezed Sidney’s ass before breaking the kiss. He 
reached down and ran a hand over Sidney’s hard cock and 
chuckled. “Go get dressed,” he said with a playful slap to 
Sidney’s ass. 


“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go to dinner tomorrow 
night?” Sidney offered. 


Nash shook his head. “I won’t be able to sleep tonight until | 
know I’ve done everything | could to make things up to 
you.” 


Sidney palmed Nash’s cheek. “You're too hard on yourself, 
but then, you always have been.” He brushed a kiss to 
Nash’s nose. “What kind of partner would | be if | expected 
you to praise every little accomplishment?” 


“What kind of partner would | be if | didn’t want to praise 
your accomplishments?” Nash asked in return. “You are the 
single most important person in my life. Your success means 
more to me than my own.” 


A lump formed in Sidney’s throat. He had no doubt Nash 
meant every word. The man had always been his champion, 
and, although Sidney tried to return all the love and support 
Nash gave him, he knew he sometimes came up lacking. 
“Two seconds,” he said, jumping off Nash’s lap. 


He quickly changed into jeans and a T-shirt before rejoining 
Nash. “Five minutes,” he noted. “I’m getting a lot better at 
this butch thing.” 


Laughing, Nash picked up his keys and ushered Sidney to 
the front door. 


* OK OK OX 


Nash parked in front of Wally’s and waited for Sidney’s 
reaction. 


With his lips pinched tight, Sidney shook his head. “You 
don’t need to do this.” 


“Yes, | do. It’s time | shared more of myself than | have been 
lately.” Nash had put a good deal of thought into bringing 
Sidney to Wally’s, and although he knew he was taking a 
chance it was the right thing to do. Hopefully his drinking 
buddies would welcome Sidney like they’d done him. 


“Come on,” he said, getting out of the truck. 


Sidney sat in the pickup for several moments before 
eventually joining Nash on the sidewalk. “Will the guys you 
work with be here?” 


Nash shrugged. “Not sure.” He held the door open for 
Sidney before entering the bar. “Why don’t you grab us a 
table while | get you a menu.” 


“Don’t need one,” Sidney said. “I want a cheddar burger and 
fries.” 


Nash stared at Sidney. “You know about those?” 


“| had one that day | decorated for your birthday,” Sidney 
mumbled. 


Like a punch to the gut, Sidney’s statement served to 
remind Nash of another of his colossal fuck-ups and the 
wrapper he’d later found in the trash. He gestured towards 
an empty table, discreetly waving to people he knew. As he 
settled in his chair, he leaned his forearms on the table. 
“Would you like me to introduce you around?” 


“No, that’s okay. It’s enough that you brought me in the first 
place.” 


“I should’ve done it a long time ago.” 


One of Nash's favourite waitresses came over to the table 
and rested her hand on Nash’s shoulder. “Hey, honey.” 


“Hi, Vickie.” Nash smiled up at the attractive woman before 
gesturing to Sidney. “I’d like you to meet my...” 


“Sidney,” Sidney introduced himself, cutting Nash off. 


“Nice to meet you.” Vickie thumped Nash on the shoulder. 
“What can | get you two this evening?” 


“Two cheddar burgers, one well, one medium well, fries and 
two Coors Lights,” Nash ordered. 


“Coming right up.” 


As soon as Vickie was gone, Nash eyed Sidney. “I was going 
to introduce you as my partner.” 


“I know. That’s why I stopped you.” Sidney started to reach 
across the table but quickly pulled his hand back. “I don’t 
want to do anything to ruin this place for you.” 


“You won't,” Nash stated in a matter-of-fact tone. 


“There’s a guy at the bar that keeps smiling at us,” Sidney 
whispered. 


Nash glanced over his shoulder. He couldn’t help but laugh 
at the goofy look on Butch’s face. “That’s my buddy, Butch.” 


Sidney’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s Butch?” 


“Yeah. Let me introduce you.” He narrowed his eyes at 
Sidney. “As my partner.” Nash raised his hand and waved at 


his friend. “Wipe that look off your ugly mug and get over 
here.” 


“Ugly is definitely not how | would describe him,” Sidney 
mumbled. 


“Don’t let on that you think he’s handsome or he'll be stuck 
like glue to you all night. Believe me, I’ve seen it happen 
with almost every single woman who walks in this place.” 


Sidney rested his elbow on the table and cupped his cheek, 
subtly trying to hide his scarred face. Nash wanted to say 
something, but Butch crossed the room before he could. 


“I told Vickie I’d bring these over. What’re you doing here on 
a Saturday night?” Butch asked, setting three mugs of beer 
on the table. 


Nash reached for his beer. “I thought it was about damn 
time | brought Sidney over for a burger.” He gestured to 
Sidney. “This is the pain-in-the-ass | work with every day. 
Butch, this is my partner, Sidney.” 


Butch was the first to reach across the table and offer his 
hand. It took Sidney several moments to uncover his 
palmed cheek and accept the handshake. “Nice to meet 
you,” Butch said. 


“You, too,” Sidney replied. “Despite what he just said, Nash 
speaks highly of you.” 


Butch glanced at Nash. “I could say the same to you.” 


Nash knew Butch was lying to save Sidney’s feelings. 
Although Nash had told his friend bits and pieces of his life 
with Sidney, he hadn’t gone into any details about their 
relationship. 


When Butch’s gaze went back to Sidney’s scar, Nash knew 
he’d done both men a disservice by not telling Butch about 
Sidney’s accident. 


“I can see why Nash hasn't brought you here before,” Butch 
commented. 


Nash exploded out of his chair and towered over Butch, 
ready to put the asshole in his place. His friend looked up at 
him and grinned. “What? You the jealous type? | wasn’t 
planning to make a play for him, just admiring. Relax, 
dude.” 


Nash sat back down, wind let out of his sails. Shame on him 
for assuming Butch was referring to Sidney’s scarred face. 
Wait a minute. Nash rubbed his eyes. “Are you telling me 
you're attracted to him?” he asked. 


Butch looked at Nash like he was stupid. “What’s not to be 
attracted to?” 


“Hello? Sitting right here,” Sidney reminded them. Although 

Sidney acted annoyed by the brief exchange, Nash could tell 
his man was secretly pleased with the idea that Butch liked 

him. 


“Sorry,” Nash said to Sidney before turning his attention 
back to Butch. “Didn’t know you were gay.” 


“Don’t worry. You’re not my type,” Butch said around a 
laugh. He stared at Sidney again. “But you? Oh, yeah.” 


For some reason the comment bristled. “What’s wrong with 
me?” Nash asked. 


“Too big. Too pig-headed. Take your pick,” Butch answered, 
lifting his beer to his lips. 


Vickie approached the table with Nash and Sidney’s burgers. 
“Here you go, honey.” 


“Thanks.” Nash moved the small cup of spicy ranch dressing 
closer to his plate. 


“Ooh, what’s that?” Sidney asked. 


Nash dipped a fry into the dressing and passed it to Sidney. 
“Try it. I’ve tried to get ‘em to tell me how they make it but 
so far nada.” 


“Mmm.” Sidney smiled up at Vickie. “Can | get some of 
that?” 


“You betcha.” 


Nash bit into his burger and moaned. Wally’s mixed a 
generous amount of shredded sharp cheddar cheese inside 
the burger instead of just laying a slab of cheese on top. The 
result was incredible. Lost in his love for the cheddar burger, 
Nash was brought back to earth by Sidney. 


“Just as good as | remembered,” Sidney mumbled with his 
mouth full of food. 


“Shit. Joe’s here,” Butch announced. “lIl go head him off. 
Challenge him to a game of pool or something.” Beer in 
hand, he stood and smiled at Sidney once again before 
Shaking his head. “Damn.” 


Nash watched his buddy cross the room towards one of their 
co-workers. “I honestly had no idea he was gay.” 


“Probably bi.” Sidney dunked a fry into the dressing Vickie 
had set next to him at some point during their conversation. 
“| wouldn’t take it personally.” 


Nash couldn’t put his finger on why the news bothered him 
as much as it did. Maybe because he’d thought he was 
alone in his sexual preferences at work. He’d always had to 
laugh along with the jokes his co-workers made, even if they 
were against gays. Nash wasn’t sure if it helped or hurt to 
know Butch had been playing the same game. 


* OK OK OX 


Bright and early Monday morning, Nash cornered Butch in 
the break room. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 


“Tell you what?” Butch asked, feeding quarters into the junk 
food machine. 


“You know damn well what.” Nash leaned his shoulder 
against the machine. 


“What exactly did you want me to tell you? That I’ve 
enjoyed sticking my cock in a dude’s ass before?” Butch’s 
voice went lower. “Because it’s no one’s business.” Butch 
bent over and retrieved his bag of chips. “I shouldn’t have 
said that about your boyfriend, and I’m sorry for that, but 
that doesn’t mean | want to talk about my sex life with you 
or anyone else.” 


Nash held up his hands. “Whoa. | didn’t mean to piss ya off. 
Just thought we were friends.” Nash pushed off from the 
machine and started to walk out of the room. 


“Wait,” Butch called him back. 


Nash stopped walking but didn’t turn around. 


“You're the only real friend I’ve got. The gay thing just isn’t 
something I’m comfortable talking about.” 


Nash nodded. “Good enough. | won’t bring it up again.” He 
left the room before he could say more. It wasn’t like he’d 
expected Butch to huddle with him in the corner and talk 
about butt sex all day, for crying out loud. It simply would’ve 
been nice to know he had someone to talk to if he’d needed 
to. 


Nash went back to the car he’d been working on earlier and 
tried to get his mind back on the job at hand. 


“We cool?” Butch asked from behind him. 
“Yeah, we’re cool.” 
“Grab a beer with me after work?” 


“Sure,” Nash answered. Whatever Butch’s problem was with 
being gay, it had nothing to do with Nash and he needed to 
remember that. 


Chapter Six 


June 1993 


The Metra slowed to a stop, and the man sitting across from 
Sidney disembarked the commuter train. Thank God. Tired 
to the bone, Sidney rested his feet on the vacant seat and 
continued to stare out of the window. 


Not only had he spent the previous four months working on 
a generic-looking design for an office high-rise, but the 
customers had requested changes to make the building 
appear even more boring. What the hell? Did corporations 
not understand that a fun and unique design was a morale 
booster to the thousands of drones who were forced to enter 
it each day? 


Unfortunately, Miles, McShane and Frawling, Inc, the 
architectural firm he worked for, were all about pleasing the 
customers instead of trying to convince them to think 
outside the box. When the big guns for Drelling Electronics 
had asked that all rounded corners on the outside of the 
buildings be squared off, in an effort to save costs, the firm 
had immediately agreed and had ordered Sidney to make 
the changes in design. 


If it hadn’t been for Bobbi, Sidney had no doubt he’d have 
told them to fuck off and walked out. His quirky colleague 


had immediately picked up on Sidney’s frustration and had 
spirited him away from the office for a long lunch. They’d 
eaten dessert for their meal, and Bobbi had allowed him the 
opportunity to vent his frustrations. 


Now, as he rode the train towards home, the 
disappointments with his chosen career began to creep 
back to the forefront of his mind. It had always been his 
dream to create unique buildings. Although he’d told himself 
a thousand times that every architect had to pay their dues 
with small, boring structures while they learned the ins and 
outs of the business, it was pure torture for him. 


The Metra slowed to a stop, and Sidney gathered his leather 
messenger bag along with the tube of blueprints he’d 
promised to go over and make changes to and got in line to 
get off the train. If he was lucky, he’d have time for a quick 
dinner with Nash before he had to clear the table and get 
down to work. He hated not spending time with Nash after a 
long day, but his partner would no doubt be on the 
computer anyway. 


With Peter’s guidance, Nash had begun to make a nice 
portfolio for them. Although he still continued to work at the 
garage, Nash would soon be in the position to trade online 
full-time. Odd. Now that Nash was finally happy, it was 
Sidney who seemed to be in a constant state of 
discontentment. 


As he drove the short distance home from the station, 
Sidney wondered what life would’ve been like had they 
stayed at the ranch. It had been three years since they’d 
moved to Chicago and they’d yet to go back to Kansas for a 
visit. At first he hadn’t mentioned the ranch out of respect 
for Nash. The transition to Lake Forest hadn’t been easy for 


his handsome cowboy, and the last thing Sidney had 
wanted was to rub salt in an exposed wound. 


Now that Nash seemed more content with his life, Sidney 
wondered if it wasn’t the time to go back for a short visit. 
Nash still sooke with Tommy every month or so over the 
phone, keeping himself updated on the success of the 
Running E, but he hadn’t mentioned going back. Maybe a 
week away would do them both some good. Lord knew, 
Sidney was ready to get the hell away from work for a few 
days. 


Arriving home, he was happy to see Nash’s pickup. Nothing 
would feel better at that moment than being in the strong 
arms of the man he loved. He quickly gathered his things 
and raced to the door. 


Entering the town house, he was disappointed by the empty 
living room. “Nash?” 


“Up here,” Nash called from the second floor. 


With an eye towards the staircase, Sidney groaned and 
dropped his bag and blueprints on the couch before heading 
up. He didn’t smell anything cooking, which meant Nash 
had his nose pressed against the computer screen. 


Just as he’d suspected, Nash was at his small desk in the 
spare bedroom. Evidently he’d been so anxious to monitor 
his investments he hadn’t bothered to take a shower or 
even change out of his greasy work clothes. 


One look at Nash’s filthy T-shirt and Sidney cringed at the 
thought of his tailored dress shirt getting ruined. He 
immediately began unbuttoning and by the time he had 
crossed the small room, he was wearing only his lightweight 
undershirt. 


Sidney draped his arms over Nash’s shoulders and kissed 
his cheek. “It feels so good to be home.” 


After several keystrokes, Nash turned away from the screen 
and looked up at Sidney. “Bad day?” 


Sidney nodded. He needed the love and comfort only Nash 
could provide. Despite his rumbling stomach and the work 
to be done on the blueprints, he quickly rid himself of his 
shoes and dress pants before straddling Nash’s lap. 


Nash wrapped his arms around Sidney, pulling him closer. 
“What’s going on?” 


“Same old thing. | know you’re busy, but I just need to feel 
you for a moment.” Sidney buried his face against Nash’s 
neck. His partner smelled of hard work. Sidney suddenly felt 
guilty. Nash sweated his ass off all day only to come home 
and spend his evenings working online, and there he was 
whining about his air-conditioned, non-physical job. He bit 
his bottom lip. “Sorry.” 


Nash lifted the back of Sidney’s undershirt and ran his 
hands across his skin. “For what? Needing me? Never 
apologise for that.” 


“No, for belly aching like a five-year-old.” Despite the salty 
taste, Sidney couldn’t resist kissing and licking the bronzed 
Skin of Nash’s neck. He worked his way to Nash’s mouth, 
putting them nose to nose. “I love you,” he whispered 
against Nash’s lips. 


With one hand working its way under the waistband of 
Sidney’s briefs, Nash closed the distance and kissed him. 


Sidney opened his mouth to Nash’s exploring tongue and 
groaned. Yes, this is what he needed. It didn’t matter that 


Nash couldn’t do a damn thing about Sidney’s bullshit 
problems at work. The fact that he supported him once he 
returned home was enough. It was the overwhelming love 
he received from Nash that made the rest of the world take 
a backseat, even if only for a few hours. 


Nash pulled out of the kiss and stared at Sidney. “Why don’t 
you call and order pizza while | take a shower? | got a new 
video in the mail today. We can spend the rest of the night 
in bed, eating pizza and gettin’ off.” 


“Is it the kind of video that comes in a brown wrapper?” 
Sidney asked. Nash had amassed quite a collection of porn 
since the early days of their relationship. 


The grin on Nash’s face was the only answer Sidney needed. 
He hated to tell his partner he had work to do. Sidney 
thought of the blueprints waiting for him downstairs. After a 
quick determination of what was most important in his life, 
he nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 


* OK OK OX 


Nash took another bite of the pepperoni pizza Sidney held 
up to him. “You're spoiling me,” he said after swallowing. 


Sidney brushed the slice of pizza across Nash’s nipple. “I 
have loads of spoiling to do before | can even hope to catch 
up with you.” He licked the grease from Nash’s chest before 
sucking the sensitive nipple into his mouth. 


Nash took the pizza from Sidney’s hand and tossed it 
towards the box. Although he and Sidney still enjoyed a 


healthy sex life, a quickie in the kitchen or before dropping 
off to sleep at night didn’t compare to the lovemaking 
they’d already enjoyed that evening. 


Sidney released the nipple and began licking his way down 
Nash’s chest. “I can taste my cum on your skin,” he said, 
glancing up at Nash. 


“| don’t doubt it.” Nash threaded his fingers through 
Sidney’s shoulder-length hair. God, he loved the way the 
silky black strands felt against his callused hands. It had 
taken Sidney a while, but he’d eventually agreed to let his 
hair grow again. Nash had tried not to pressure him into it, 
but he was thankful when Sidney had finally decided on his 
own. 


Before Sidney could shimmy further down the bed, Nash 
gave a subtle tug to his hair. “Swing that sweet ass around 
here,” Nash told him. 


Sidney shook his head. “I’d rather suck you while you watch 
that movie again.” 


Nash chuckled. “Yeah, it did get me pretty damn worked 
up.” 


“I'll say.” Sidney grinned. “But | liked it.” 


“Okay, babe, I’m all yours,” Nash said, satisfied that Sidney 
was taken care of. He reached for the VCR remote and hit 
play. A darkened bar filled the screen with dozens of men 
sitting at various tables. The men began to pair up and 
within five minutes cocks were proudly on display. 


Nash hadn't told Sidney earlier, but the bar in the movie 
reminded him a lot of Wally’s. Not that Wally’s was the spot 
to go for gay orgies, but the layout was incredibly similar. 


When a smaller man walked into the scene and was quickly 
surrounded by two big men, Nash couldn’t help but moan. 


Never before had he fantasised about sharing Sidney with 
another man, but there was something about the third man 
in the movie that reminded him of Butch. As he watched the 
two men slowly strip the new arrival, Nash continued to run 
his hands through Sidney’s hair, imagining it was Butch at 
his side, readying Sidney to be fucked. 


With a loud groan, Nash reached for the lube. He dislodged 
Sidney’s mouth from his cock and slicked the steel hard 
Shaft. “Need you,” he grunted, holding his cock by its base. 


Sidney moved to straddle Nash’s hips. “Like this?” 


“No.” Placing his hands under Sidney’s arms, Nash tossed 
him to the mattress before rolling to come down on top of 
him. It only took a second to assure himself that Sidney’s 
body was still stretched from their previous lovemaking. 


Nash found his partner’s waiting hole with the crown of his 
cock and slowly entered its heated depth. “Fuck,” he 
growled, closing his eyes. The threesome on the screen had 
not only excited him, it had also served to send a deep level 
of disturbance through his heart. How could he even think of 
sharing Sidney with someone else? Sidney was the only 

man he’d ever needed, the only one he’d ever wanted for 
more than a quick fuck. 


As Nash pistoned in and out of Sidney’s body, he held 
nothing back. He couldn’t explain it, even to himself, but the 
lust coursing through his veins at the idea of a threesome 
quickly gave way to anger. Unfortunately, Sidney was 
currently paying for the internal war raging within Nash. 


Opening his eyes, he stared down at the gorgeous creature 
under him. Head back, neck exposed, Sidney appeared to 
be completely oblivious to Nash’s thoughts. How could he 
have forgotten how much his lover enjoyed a punishing 
fuck? Had the two of them become so settled in their lives 
together that important details of their sex life had begun to 
take a backseat? 


Nash sank his teeth into Sidney’s neck, delivering a bite that 
wouldn’t soon fade. Sidney cried out, shooting warmth 
between them, but Nash wasn’t finished. He lifted Sidney’s 
legs to drape over his shoulders as he continued the 
relentless rhythm. “You’re mine,” he grunted over and over. 


Sidney’s eyes opened. “Never doubt it.” 


Nash drove deep, with one final slam of his hips, as the first 
strand of seed burst from his cock. He collapsed on top of 
Sidney, trying to shut out the three distinct voices on the 
television. Never going to happen, he told himself as he 
struggled to regain his composure. He wrapped his arms 
around Sidney and rolled over, putting the thinner man on 
top of him. 


“Is that what you want?” Sidney asked out of nowhere. 
“What?” Nash asked, looking up at Sidney. 


Sidney glanced over his shoulder at the movie. “A 
threesome?” 


Nash opened his mouth to deny the assumption but couldn’t 
get the words out. “Just a momentary fantasy,” he finally 
admitted. “Doesn’t mean | want to do it. Hell, I’ve never 
even thought about it before this movie.” 


Sidney rested his head against Nash’s shoulder and kissed 
his neck. “I’ve never made love to two men at the same 
time.” 


“And hopefully you never will.” 
Sidney rose up. “What? You can fantasise but | can’t?” 


“Didn't say that. You can think about fucking someone other 
than me, but actually doing it is a whole different matter.” 


Sidney’s eyes narrowed as he seemed to consider Nash’s 
words. “That goes for you, too, right?” 


“Of course. People are tempted to stray all the time, but it’s 
their choice whether or not to act on it. Cheating isn’t 
something | believe in.” 


“Even if Brad Pitt came walking through the door, cock in 
hand?” 


Nash scratched his chin, pretending to consider the 
possibility of the mouth-watering star of A River Runs 
Through It dropping in for a quick fuck. “Only if you’d join 
us, and only with Brad Pitt.” 


Sidney held up his pinkie finger. “I swear.” 


Nash hooked his pinkie with Sidney before settling Sidney’s 
head back against him. “You’re the only man for me.” 


With a snort, Sidney bit Nash’s chin. “Unless a blond-haired, 
blue-eyed stud breaks down the door.” 


“That’s not true,” Nash reprimanded. “I’d let him in without 
making him break the door.” He stopped Sidney’s hand 


before the playful slap could land and laughed. “We need 
more evenings like this together.” 


“Yeah,” Sidney sighed. “Would you mind turning the movie 
off?” 


Nash grabbed the remote and switched off the television. 
“You ready to tell me what’s bothering you?” 


“It’s nothing, really, just work,” Sidney said around a yawn. 
“There are days | think that damn place is sucking the 
creativity out of me.” 


“So what’s the alternative?” Nash asked. 


“To find another job and design even more boring buildings 
for stuffy corporations,” Sidney mumbled. 


“Have you thought of starting your own design company?” 
Nash asked. 


“Yeah, but | need a couple more years of hands-on 
experience before I’m qualified to tackle something like 
that.” Sidney kissed Nash's chin. “Besides, I’m waiting for 
my partner to make me rich. How’re our stocks doing?” 


“Peter said we should hang on to the Apple stocks even 
though they’re pretty stagnant, but he told me to buy Coca- 
Cola. That’s what | was trying to figure out when you came 
in and distracted me.” 


“| love Coke.” 


Nash hugged Sidney. God I love this man. “| do, too, babe, 
but I’m not sure | can do it and still keep the other stocks. 
Something’s got to give, and | can’t decide which one to 
dump.” Although he rarely talked with Sidney about the 


pressures he felt gambling with their savings, some 
decisions needed to be made by both of them. 


Sidney reached behind his back and directed Nash’s hand 
towards his ass. Nash got the hint and ran his fingers over 
Sidney’s leaking hole before pushing three inside. After 
years spent together, Nash knew it was more for comfort on 
Sidney’s part than a sexual need. 


“I believe in you,” Sidney whispered. “Take more money out 
of our savings. We haven’t touched any of the ranch money 
Tommy sends. Use that.” 


“That’s your money,” Nash started to argue. 


“No. That’s our money. The Running E’s just as much yours 
as it is mine.” 


“But what if Peter’s wrong and we lose it?” Although not a 
fortune, the ranch account held a sizeable amount of 
money. 


“We can’t lose the ranch. It’s been paid off for years. But, if 
it makes you feel better, leave enough in the account to 
cover taxes for the next few years until our investments 
start paying off.” 


“You should use that money to start your own company.” 
Nash didn’t want the added pressure of gambling 
everything they had. 


“Someday,” Sidney replied. “But it’ll take a lot more money 
than is in the ranch account. The only way l'Il be able to 
afford to strike out on my own is if we start drinking lots and 
lots of Coke.” 


* OK OK OX 


November 1993 


Nash set down his beer and stared across the table at 
Butch. Although he’d known the man for a few years, he 
knew absolutely nothing about his family or where he’d 
come from. Whenever he asked anything personal, Butch 
either changed the subject or got annoyed, so Nash had 
learned quickly to stay clear of the topic. “What’re you 
doing for Thanksgiving?” 


Butch signalled for another beer. “Same thing I do every 
year.” 


Nash sighed. “And what’s that?” 


“Why’re you being so damn nosy today?” Butch asked. 
“Thanks, honey,” he said, taking the mug of cold beer from 
Vickie. 


Nash knew he should probably drop it, but he was sick and 
tired of the walls Butch kept in place. “Because outside of 
Sidney, you’re the best damn friend I’ve ever had, but | 
know fuck-all about you.” 


“Nothing to know. | grew up in this nation’s joke of a foster 
care system. Graduated high school by the skin of my teeth, 
did a short stint in the Navy and moved here. Been working 
at the garage ever since.” Butch shrugged. “That’s my life 
in a nutshell.” 


There was obviously more to Butch’s story, but it was a 
Start. “So... Thanksgiving?” Nash prompted, hoping to finally 
get an answer. 


“You can’t celebrate what you don’t have. For me, it’s just a 
day off work.” 


“Celebrate it with us. Sidney and | usually go to Philadelphia 
to spend time with the Ballentines, but Maggie and Alan are 
in Tampa helping Maggie’s brother through the final stages 
of pancreatic cancer. We've invited the rest of the clan to 
Chicago, but | doubt they'll come.” 


Butch shook his head. “I’m not good with people | don’t 
know.” 


“That’s bullshit. You charm everyone who walks into this 
place,” Nash argued. 


“I’m not good with families! Okay!” Butch shouted, drawing 
the attention of the people seated around them. 


Normally, Nash would back down, but there was something 
so raw about Butch’s display of emotions that he couldn’t 
let it drop. He leaned on the table, putting his face directly 
in front of Butch. “Three, maybe four people, sitting around 
a table stuffing their faces with turkey. I’m asking you to 
come. Please, do this for me if not for yourself.” 


Butch took another drink of his beer. “We’ll see.” 


* OK OK OX 


“Fuck!” Butch howled when he set the sleeper sofa down on 
his foot. “I can’t believe you bought a new couch when the 
old one was perfectly good.” 


“It wasn’t a sleeper,” Nash replied. Truth be told, he didn’t 
like the new couch as much as the old one. Comfort was a 
high priority in his book when it came to furniture, and no 
matter how expensive a sleeper sofa was it couldn’t 
compare to the softness of a regular couch. 


“Perfect,” Sidney said, coming into the room. He pulled his 
coat out of the closet and grabbed his keys. “I’m on my way 
to the airport. Just remember to roll up the rug before we 
get back,” he instructed, kissing Nash on the lips. 


“PIL remember.” Nash gave Sidney a swat on the ass. His 
partner had been flitting around the house for two days, 
trying to make sure everything was as accommodating to 
Luke as they could make it. “Honk when you pull up outside 
and Butch and l'Il be out.” 


By the time Sidney left the town house, Butch had already 
retrieved a beer from the refrigerator. He sat in Nash’s 
recliner, instead of on the new sofa, and took a drink. “So 
what’s the deal with this guy who’s coming in? Is he really 
worth buying a new couch for?” 


“Yeah, he is.” Nash was the first of them to sit on the sofa. 
“Luke’s an old friend of Sidney’s. | told you he was paralysed 
from the waist down in a car wreck, but | didn’t tell you 
Sidney was behind the wheel when they struck the deer. 
Although Sidney denies it, | know he still carries a lot of guilt 
over it.” 


Butch whistled. “That’s rough.” 


Nash put his feet up on the coffee table, hoping to get 
comfortable. “It gets worse. Luke was in a relationship with 
his physical therapist for a couple of years when he found 
out the guy had a fiancée on the side. Brian was an okay 
guy. He just wasn’t willing to come out to his family.” 


“Fucker,” Butch mumbled under his breath. “So there'll be 
yet another marriage based on lies.” He shook his head. “I 
may not be out and proud, but I’d never expect someone 
else to suffer because of it.” 


Butch’s statement opened a door Nash couldn’t pass up. 
“Why aren’t you out? | mean, | understand the work thing, 
but is that all there is to it?” 


“Drop it,” Butch grumbled. “I’m here, aren’t I? Just be happy 
with that.” 


Once again, Nash was left with more questions. He couldn’t 
help but wonder if Butch would ever be completely honest 
with him. 


* OK OK OX 


It took several moments of manoeuvring to get Luke into 

the car, and by the time Sidney climbed behind the wheel 
his hands were beet red and numb. Luke really needed to 
invest in a lighter chair. 


“Damn, it’s cold out there,” Luke commented. 


“That’s Chicago for ya.” Sidney started the car before 
pulling out of the parking lot. He glanced over at Luke’s 


handsome profile. His friend looked pale, too pale. “Was the 
flight okay?” 


“Yeah, except for this thing.” Luke tapped the urinary 
drainage bag strapped to his leg. Although the bag was 
barely noticeable under the loose-legged pants, Sidney 
couldn’t imagine how uncomfortable it must be. 


“Don’t worry. We’ve got a ground floor bathroom at the town 
house,” Sidney assured his friend. 


Luke watched the scenery out of the side window for several 
moments before speaking again. “Feels weird being here 
without Brian,” he mumbled. 


Sidney took one hand off the wheel and reached across the 
console. He threaded his fingers through Luke’s and gently 
squeezed. “I’m sorry.” 


Luke shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt as much anymore. I’ve 
moved on to pissed.” 


Sidney chuckled. “As well you should be.” 


“I thought he didn’t want anyone to know because he was 
afraid for his job. Hell, | didn’t even know he had family in 
town. Brian said he moved to Philly from San Diego. | just 
assumed his family was still there when he agreed to 
Thanksgivings at my folks’ house.” 


There wasn’t much Sidney could say. Brian had fooled all of 
them, not just Luke. He decided to change the subject. 
“How's Josh?” 


“Good, | guess. Mom says he’s still clean if that’s what 
you're asking, although | seriously doubt it. He’ll graduate in 


May with his Bachelor’s. Not sure if he’ll go on for his 
Master’s though.” 


“Things still strained between the two of you?” Sidney 
asked. 


“Some. Maybe he’s just busy with school, but he rarely 
comes around and almost never returns my calls, unless, of 
course, he needs money. Mom said to give him time to find 
his way again.” 


“But?” Sidney sensed there was something more. 


“But how much time should | waste on someone like him? 
It’s time he fucking grew up and stopped making everything 
about him. It was the same way in high school, but | thought 
he’d finally gotten over himself.” 


It was as if Luke was talking about someone Sidney had 
never met. “What was he like in high school?” 


“A stoner. Mom and Dad don’t know, so don’t you dare say 
anything to them, but he used to get high pretty regularly, 
even back then. He refused to come to any of my games, 
making one excuse after another, but he always came home 
at night smelling of weed.” 


Sidney thought back to their early friendship. “He smoked a 
joint a couple times a week at school, but | wouldn’t have 
called him a stoner.” 


“Whatever,” Luke said, continuing to stare out the side 
window. “I’m tired of reaching out to him. Hell, I’ve got my 
own problems to deal with.” 


“You mean the Brian thing?” 


“What?” Luke turned his head to look at Sidney. “You should 
know me better than that. What Brian did was shitty, but it 
wasn’t enough to ruin my life. No, | think I’m ready for a 
change.” 


“What kind of change?” Sidney asked. 


Luke tapped the dashboard with his fingers. “Promise you 
won't think less of me if | tell you?” 


Sidney reached across and put a hand on Luke’s shoulder. 
“Oh, Luke, you know there’s no way | could think less of you 
than | already do,” Sidney joked. 


Luke rolled his eyes but cracked a slight smile. “God, I’ve 
missed you.” 


“I’ve missed you, too, now tell me your super secret.” 


Luke continued to tap on the dashboard nervously. “I’ve 
really enjoyed myself since Mom and Dad went to Florida. | 
love them to pieces, but they both tend to hover. It doesn’t 
seem to matter that | haven’t lived at home with them for a 
while. They find some excuse to stop by almost on a daily 
basis.” 


“They worry,” Sidney reminded Luke. 


“I know that, but they don’t need to. I’m capable of taking 
care of myself, and if | do need something, I’m also quite 
capable of using the phone.” 


Sidney nodded his understanding. “So what’re you 
thinking?” 


Luke grinned. “I’m a graphic designer. | can work from 
anywhere.” He made a point of gesturing out of the 


windshield. “Although it’s colder than fuck outside, 
Chicago’s looking pretty good.” 


Sidney was floored by Luke’s answer. “Seriously?” 
“What? You don’t want me?” Luke chuckled. 


“Just the opposite. I’d love to have you close.” Sidney 
wondered whether or not he should say anything about the 
job in Saudi Arabia his boss had been working on acquiring. 
He hadn’t mentioned it to Nash because there was no way 
in hell he’d move Nash to a country where they weren't 
allowed to openly love each other. Unfortunately, his boss 
had said without words that his career with the firm 
depended on him taking the project if they were lucky 
enough to get it. 


“Good, because I've already called a realtor. I’ve got an 
appointment to look at apartments on Friday.” 


Sidney couldn’t believe how fast Luke was moving. “Have 
you even talked to Maggie and Alan about it?” 


Luke shook his head. “They'll try to talk me out of it.” 


“Of course they will,” Sidney agreed. The Ballentine boys 
were all grown and out of the house. He hated to tell Luke 
that Alan and Maggie probably felt he was the only one left 
who needed looking after. Luke didn’t, of course, but that 
was beside the point. 


“I need a change, Sid. | Know they won’t understand, but | 
really need this.” 


Sidney took a deep breath. “Okay. Then l'Il do everything | 
can to help.” 


They continued to discuss different areas of the city until 
Sidney pulled up in front of the house. “Well, this is home,” 
he announced. 


Luke looked from the town house to Sidney. “Stairs.” 


“Yeah, but I’ve got that covered.” He honked the horn and 
pointed towards the front door. Moments later Nash and 
Butch stepped out on to the landing. 


“Who's that?” Luke asked. 


“Nash’s best friend Butch.” Sidney had to admit Butch 
looked like a badass, but he’d turned out to be a very nice 
man. 


“Butch? What kind of name is that?” 


Sidney gestured towards the bald man striding towards 
them. “It fits. Just look at him.” 


The passenger door was pulled open before Luke could 
comment. “How do we want to do this?” Butch asked. 


Luke glanced at Sidney with fear in his eyes. Sidney took the 
keys out of the ignition and climbed out of the car. “Hang 
tight.” He opened the trunk and waited for Nash to retrieve 
Luke’s wheelchair and suitcase. “We'll just need help getting 
him and the chair up the steps,” Sidney informed Butch. 


“Why don’t | just carry him up to the house and Nash can 
get the chair?” Butch asked. 


“No!” Luke was quick to shout. He seemed to realise how his 
outburst could be taken and calmed his voice. “I mean, | 
think it would be better to ease the chair up with me in it.” 


“Nonsense,” Butch said, scooping Luke out of the car seat 
and into his arms. “Wrap your arms around my neck, and l'Il 
have you inside in two seconds.” 


Sidney turned his head to hide his smile at the utter shock 
written all over Luke’s face as Butch carried him swiftly up 
the steps. “Luke’s gonna make me pay for that,” he 
mumbled to Nash. 


“Better you than me,” Nash whispered back, hoisting the 
wheelchair off the ground. 


Chapter Seven 


November 1993 


After stowing Luke’s suitcase in the coat closet, Nash joined 
Sidney in the kitchen. “What’re you doing?” he asked, 
wrapping his arms around his partner. 


Sidney hung up the phone and leant back against Nash. 
“Maggie made me promise I'd call when Luke made it in.” 
He looked up at Nash. “Don’t you dare tell him.” 


Butch came barrelling into the kitchen. “The little fella 
wants a beer. Is that okay?” 


Nash laughed. “He’s six-two. In what world is that 
considered little?” 


“Six-two? Really?” Butch’s eyebrows drew together. “He 
seems so much smaller.” 


“That’s because compared to you he is. Whatever you do, 
don’t treat him any different than you do anyone else,” 
Sidney warned. 


Butch paused in the act of pulling two beers out of the 
fridge. “That’s stupid. He is different. Are you telling me | 
should’ve told him to get his own damn drink?” 


“No, that’s not what I’m saying. Just don’t baby him because 
he can’t walk. He’s a proud man who's been living on his 
own for a while.” Sidney glanced up at Nash. “He told me on 
the way over that he’s thinking of moving here to get away 
from Maggie and Alan’s constant hovering.” Sidney shook 
his finger at Nash before turning the waving wand on Butch. 
“So, no hovering. Got it?” 


Nash wasn’t immediately pleased by the unexpected news. 
“Got it,” he absently agreed. Luke was a great guy, and 
Nash had always enjoyed his company, but he also knew 
Luke’s presence often took a toll on Sidney. Despite Sidney’s 
protests to the contrary, Nash knew Sidney still felt guilty at 
times. 


Butch disappeared without a word, leaving Nash alone to 
address Luke’s decision with Sidney. “Why here?” 


“I think he likes the idea of moving to a bigger city.” 
“So why not New York?” Nash asked. 


“Because it isn’t far enough away.” Sidney turned around 
and looked up at Nash. “I know he feels crowded by his 
parents, but I think it also has something to do with Josh.” 


The expression on Sidney’s face told Nash there was more 
to the story. “What about Josh?” 


Sidney sighed. “Luke thinks he’s using again.” 


Nash had had just about all he could stand of Josh 
Ballentine. “I won’t have him in my house if he’s using.” 


“I know,” Sidney mumbled. “I reckon he does too, which is 
why he didn’t come for Thanksgiving.” Sidney reached up 
and ran his hands through Nash’s hair. “Luke’s dead set on 


moving away from his family. I’d just feel a lot better if he 
was close enough to ask for help if he needed it.” 


Staring down into Sidney’s light green eyes, Nash couldn’t 
do anything but nod his agreement. For someone who'd 
been raised by an asshole like Jackson Wilks, Sidney sure as 
hell had a big heart. “Do you think we have time to sneak 
upstairs for a quickie?” 


Sidney chuckled. “No, but I’m sure Luke’s tired after his trip, 
so | doubt he’ll want to stay up late. Does that help?” 


Nash rubbed his hardening cock against Sidney. “Not really, 
but l'Il take what I can get.” 


“Oh, you'll get it, just not for a few hours.” 


* OK OK OX 


After stuffing themselves with turkey, dressing and 
cranberry sauce, the four of them collapsed in the living 
room. Nash was sound asleep on the floor with his head 
propped up on one of the new sofa cushions, Sidney made 
himself comfortable in the recliner while Butch and Luke 
pored over the real estate section of the paper. 


Sidney couldn’t get over how well Butch and Luke got along, 
or how Butch seemed to hang on Luke’s every word. As 
Sidney fought to keep his eyes open, he listened to the two 
men. 


“No, not that one,” Butch said. 


“Why? It looks big,” Luke replied. 


“Yep, but it’s not in a good neighbourhood. It’d be better to 
take a smaller place in a better part of town. Hopefully 
somewhere with a doorman.” 


Sidney smiled to himself. For all Butch’s bluster, it was nice 
to see the softer side of the Mr Clean look-alike. It was also 
nice to know he wouldn’t be the only one in town looking 
out for Luke should he move to Chicago. 


* OK OK OX 


December 1993 


The ringing phone woke Sidney out of a sound sleep. He sat 
up straight and lunged for the phone. There was only one 
reason someone called in the middle of the night and 
Sidney’s gut clenched. “Hello?” 


“Who the fuck do you think you are?” 


“Josh?” Sidney rubbed the sleep from his eyes and leaned 
against the headboard. “What’s wrong?” 


“Mom told me what you did. She and Dad are beside 
themselves at the prospect of Luke moving. What the hell 
did you say to convince him to move, or did something 
happen between the three of you when he stayed there last 
month?” 


Sidney moved off the bed in an effort to keep Nash from 
taking the phone from him. “Are you high?” he asked. 


“This isn’t about me, so butt your nose out of my business. | 
wanna know if you’re fucking my brother!” 


Sidney took a calming breath. He felt like handing the phone 
to Nash and walking away from the conversation. How long 
could he continue to hold on to a friendship that hadn’t 
been there in years? “I’m hanging up the phone. Don’t call 
me again unless you’re sober enough to talk sensibly.” 


Hanging up the handset took every ounce of strength 
Sidney possessed. “I think he’s using again,” he mumbled, 
tears filling his eyes. 


“That sonofabitch!” Nash exploded. “What did he say to 
you?” 


Sidney wiped his eyes before the tears had a chance to fall. 
“Nothing important. He’s upset that Luke’s moving to 
Chicago.” 


Nash pulled Sidney on to the bed and into his arms. “Don’t 
lie to me. | can tell there was more to the conversation.” 


“He accused me...us of fucking Luke while he was here for 
Thanksgiving.” Before the words had finished leaving his 
mouth the phone rang again. 


Nash reached for the phone, easily holding Sidney back 
when he attempted to intervene in what he knew would be 
a friendship-ending conversation. Nash snatched up the 
handset. “Listen up, you fucking asshole. Don’t you ever call 
this house again. Sidney’s been nothing but kind and 
patient with you, but I’ve had enough of you throwing it 
back in his face.” 


Nash slammed down the phone before reaching out and 

pulling the cord from the wall. He turned towards Sidney 
with rage in his eyes. Nash opened his mouth but quickly 
Snapped it shut. 


“Nash?” Sidney prayed Nash wasn’t angry with him over 
something Josh had said. 


Nash’s handsome face softened. “I’m sorry, babe, but | think 
it’s time you washed your hands of him.” 


Closing his eyes, Sidney shook his head. He tried to picture 
his life without Josh. Nash was right, Josh hadn’t been much 
of a friend in a long while, but there had been a time when 
things had been different. It was those times that he 
couldn't bring himself to let go of. 


He opened his eyes and swallowed around the lump in his 
throat. “I keep asking myself how | could walk away from 
my own father without a second thought, but | can’t bring 
myself to do the same to Josh.” 


“And did you come up with an answer?” 


“Yeah.” Sidney coughed to clear his throat. “Josh’s problem 
is drugs. He’s fucked up, but he still has the one thing | 
don’t think my father ever possessed.” 


“What’s that?” Nash asked. 


“A soul worth saving.” 


* OK OK OX 


February 1994 


Box in hand, Sidney stared at his work station. He’d worked 
his ass off for three and a half years only to be given an 
ultimatum on the new Saudi Arabian dream complex. If the 
job had been in a gay-friendly nation, Sidney would’ve 
jumped at the chance to design a building with no expense 
spared. 


“So you're really leaving?” Bobbi asked. 
Sidney set the box on his chair. “Looks that way.” 
“You could probably sue them, you know.” 


“No, | can’t. Officially | quit. It was a choice they gave me 
over termination.” It would be unlikely he’d be able to file 
for unemployment benefits, but at least he wouldn’t have a 
termination on his employment record. 


“Feel like getting a drink?” Bobbi asked. 


“Can't. I’ve gotta figure out a way to tell Nash, and, believe 
me, alcohol won’t help.” 


“Does he know about the offer?” 


“No, which makes it even worse. | should’ve told him 
months ago when the job first came up. | was stupid to think 
they’d let me design the building without overseeing its 
construction.” 


Bobbi stepped forward and gave Sidney a hug. “It’s not fair. 
You're the best architect here.” 


“Thanks, but sometimes being the best isn’t enough.” He 
hated to admit it, but he’d known since the beginning that 
the partners at Miles, McShane and Frawling weren't at all 
comfortable with his sexuality. He’d wondered if they’d have 
chosen his library design in the first place if they’d known 
he was gay. In the end, he’d decided it didn’t matter. He 
wasn’t going to change who he was, so the business world 
could go to hell if they didn’t like it. 


“There’re other jobs,” he said, releasing Bobbi. He just 
hoped he could get one in Chicago. With Nash’s softball 
season starting soon and Luke’s recent move to the city, the 
last thing Sidney wanted was to relocate. 


A company security guard stepped into the large open room 
and made his way towards Sidney’s small work area. “You'd 
better go,” he told Bobbi. 


After a teary-eyed Bobbi wandered back to her own drawing 
table, Sidney began the process of packing up. He wrapped 
the few framed photos he had in paper towels swiped from 
the restroom and a few other supplies that he’d purchased 
himself. 


Sidney pointed towards the large crock of pencils and pens. 
“Is it okay if | take these or do they plan to reuse them?” he 
asked the guard. 


“I’m just here to make sure you don’t try to take any of the 
company’s blueprints,” the guard informed him. 


“Cool.” Sidney grabbed the crock and put the entire thing in 
the box. Within moments, there was no trace that he’d sat 
in the same location for the last three and a half years. He 
slung his messenger bag over his shoulder and picked up 
the box. 


It wasn’t until he made his way out of the building that 
depression started to kick in. Although he knew he’d made 
the right choice, it sucked to realise how easily he could be 
replaced. 


* OK OK OX 


Nash was surprised to arrive home and see Sidney’s car in 
the driveway. “Hello?” he called, shutting the front door. He 
quickly took off his boots and set them beside the entry 
table. 


“In here,” Sidney answered from the kitchen. 


Nash pulled off his dirty T-shirt before making his way to the 
kitchen. “Something smells good. Is that Swiss steak?” He 
gave Sidney a kiss on the neck before taking a seat at the 
table. 


Dressed in his bathrobe, Sidney covered the skillet on the 
stove and opened the refrigerator. “Yep. | was hoping you 
wouldn’t stop off at Wally’s.” 


“You could've called the garage to let me know you were 
home,” Nash replied, taking the offered ice cold bottle of 
beer. 


“| didn’t want to put you in an awkward position.” Sidney 
pulled a small tube of lube from his pocket. “I’d like to sit on 
your lap, but there are way too many clothes in the way.” 


Nash’s brows shot up. It had been a while since Sidney had 
felt like kitchen sex. “Something going on?” he asked, 


unzipping his jeans. 


Sidney waited until Nash was completely naked before 
untying the robe and climbing on to Nash’s lap. “I quit my 
job today,” he announced. 


Nash took a deep breath. Suddenly it all made sense. 
Sidney was feeling insecure and needed sex to feel safe. 
“Why'd you quit?” he asked, taking the lube from Sidney. 


“They wanted me to work a job in Saudi Arabia. When | 
refused, | was given the choice to quit or be terminated.” 


Although Sidney said it in a matter-of-fact fashion, Nash 
could tell there was a hell of a lot more to the story. He took 
his time, lubing his fingers before reaching under the robe 
to the crack of Sidney’s ass. “And they just sprang this on 
you today?” 


Sidney bit his bottom lip, eventually shaking his head. “My 
boss mentioned it a couple months ago, but | wasn’t 
officially given the offer until yesterday.” 


Nash stopped in the process of inserting his middle finger 
into Sidney’s hole. “And you didn’t say anything about it? 
Don’t you think we should’ve at least discussed it?” 


Leaning his forehead against Nash’s shoulder, Sidney shook 
his head again. “It wasn’t an option, in my opinion. There’s 
no way we could’ve gone there together, not with the laws 
the way they are there, and | wasn’t about to go on my 
own.” 


Nash was angry that he hadn’t been let in on the decision, 
but he understood Sidney’s position. He concentrated on 
preparing Sidney’s body for his cock while he tried to calm 
himself. It didn’t help matters that the majority of their 


Savings were currently tied up in the stock market. Neither 
did the fact that he was almost ready to discuss the 
possibility of quitting his job at the garage and working the 
market on a full-time basis. Of course, that would have to be 
put on hold for the time being. At least until Sidney could 
find another job. 


“I’m sorry,” Sidney whispered, kissing Nash’s neck. 


“It’s not your fault, babe.” Nash removed his fingers and ran 
his slicked hand over his cock. He held it by the base and 
waited for Sidney to take him in. 


“I'll go out tomorrow and start looking for another one,” 
Sidney promised, lowering himself on Nash’s length. 


Once Sidney was fully seated, Nash grabbed the back of 
Sidney’s hair and pulled his head back. “I don’t ever want 
you to feel you can’t come to me with a problem.” 


“| don’t know why | didn’t tell you. | guess | was 
embarrassed that a company I'd given my all to would push 
me against a wall like that.” 


“| don’t want you to rush out and get another job if it means 
working for assholes like that again. Take your time. The 
right job will come along eventually. In the meantime, I’ve 
got your back.” 


“You always have,” Sidney moaned as he started to move 
up and down on Nash’s cock. 


* OK OK OX 


Sidney looked at the scrap of paper in his hand to check the 
address once more before entering the old brick building. 
Other than the address, there were no signs out front to tell 
him the tiny building was the home of Creative Solutions. 


A bell sounded as Sidney stepped inside. He was 
immediately impressed with his surroundings. Despite the 
apparent age of the structure and its limited size, the 
interior was both modern and classic. 


“May | help you?” a woman asked, coming around the 
corner with a toddler in her arms. 


“Yes, | hope so. | have an appointment with Ben Shriver.” 
Sidney held his breath, hoping he had the right place. 


The woman smiled. “You must be Sidney.” She set the little 
boy on his feet and held out her hand. “I’m Abby Shriver, 
Ben’s wife.” She gestured to the boy who continued to eat a 
bag of snack crackers. “And this is BJ.” 


“Nice to meet you both.” 


“Ben’s on the phone, but he should be finished soon. Can | 
get you something to drink while you wait?” 


Sidney shook his head. “No, thanks.” He gestured to the 
exposed overhead beams. “How’s that possible with the 
Chicago weather the way it is?” 


Abby’s face lit up with pride. “Because my husband's a 
genius. l'Il let him tell you how he managed to accomplish 
it. But just so you know, its toasty warm in here in the 
winter and cool in the summer.” 


Sidney couldn’t wait to meet the man who inspired such 
devotion in a partner. “l'Il be sure and ask him.” 


“Ask me what?” a handsome man enquired, coming into the 
room. 


“Sidney wants to know how you managed to keep the 
exposed beams and rafters,” Abby informed him. 


The man stepped forward and held out his hand. “Ben 
Shriver, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 


Sidney shook Ben’s hand. “This whole place is amazing. Did 
you remodel it yourself?” 


Ben chuckled. “My ideas, but my brothers did the actual 
construction.” Ben waved Sidney towards the partitioned off 
area. “Step into my office.” 


“I’m heading out,” Abby said before they could leave the 
room. She gave Ben a quick kiss before picking up BJ and 
holding him out for Ben to kiss. “It was nice meeting you, 
Sidney. | hope you say yes to the offer so | can have my 
husband back,” she said with a giggle before leaving. 


Sidney followed Ben behind the ten-foot partition to a large, 
open work room with floor to ceiling windows. “Nice,” he 
commented. 


“Thanks.” Ben sat at an oval table and gestured for Sidney 
to take a seat. “I have to tell you, | was more than shocked 
that you answered the ad in the paper. | wasn’t expecting 
someone with your qualifications to be interested in a one- 
man operation like mine. | can’t tell you how many times 
I’ve gone to the library you designed just to sit in awe of the 
structure itself.” 


Pride filled Sidney. He’d fielded offers from several large 
architectural firms in Chicago but none of them had felt 
right. The last thing he wanted was to be put in the same 
position again that had caused him to leave Miles, McShane 
and Frawling. 


When he’d run across the small help-wanted ad from 
Creative Solutions the Highland Park address had appealed 
to him more than anything else, but now seeing the building 
and meeting Ben and his family only cemented his decision 
to give Creative Solutions a shot. “I live just down the road 
in Lake Forest,” he told Ben. “Thought it might be nice to 
get home in time to eat dinner at a decent hour.” 


“I can understand that. Since business has started to pick 
up, | can’t remember the last time | had a real dinner with 
my family.” Ben leaned his forearms on the table. “Before 
we get into the meagre salary | can afford at the moment, 
let me tell you a little about the company.” 


“Sounds good,” Sidney agreed. 


“Right now, Creative Solutions specialises in retrofitting old 
buildings to meet the needs of today’s clients.” He pointed 
towards the rafters. “In a space like this, the charm comes 
from the old. The problem is, as you noticed, insulation 
issues. Although the solution wasn’t inexpensive, | think it 
was worth it. What we did was to basically build another 
roofline on top of the original, leaving plenty of space for 
insulation and airflow. If you look closely from the outside of 
the building you can tell it’s higher, but from inside you’d 
never know.” 


Sidney continued to stare up at the exposed beams as Ben 
explained the process he’d used. “Fantastic.” It was that 


kind of creative thinking he wanted to be a part of. Sidney’s 
arms broke out in gooseflesh at the prospect. 


“I’m glad you think so. The job’s yours if you want it, 
because right now | could definitely use your help. My 
brothers own Shriver’s Construction Company, one of the 
biggest in the region, and they’ve been contracted for a job 
that isn’t in my area of expertise.” 


Sidney leant forward in his excitement. “What kind of 
project?” 


“This particular client seems to have more money than 
sense, but that’s beside the point. He wants a castle built on 
a piece of land he’s recently purchased. Since my area of 
design is more centred on refurbishing existing structures, | 
need someone creative who can start from scratch. That’s 
where you’d come in.” 


“I'll do it!” Sidney shouted, a tad too enthusiastically. 


Ben chuckled. “I’m glad you’re excited by the project, but 
you might want to know how much I can pay you before you 
jump on it.” 


“Will | make enough to live on with a couple extra bucks to 
put into savings at the end of the month?” Sidney asked. 


“I think we can work something out,” Ben agreed. 


“Good. Then | only have one more concern to address.” 
Sidney knew it was the biggest concern of all. He prayed 
Ben was as open-minded as he appeared. 


“Okay, shoot.” 


“I’m a gay man with a partner whom | love very much. | 
need to know | won’t be subjected to harassment by you or 
anyone else l'Il be working with on a regular basis.” 


Ben shook his head. “No worries there. Of course, | can’t 
speak for the individual clients who'll come and go, but I’ve 
got a brother who’s gay, so no one in the family will treat 
you any differently because of it.” 


Satisfied, Sidney stood and extended his hand. “If the offer’s 
still open, lIl take it.” 


* OK OK OX 


June 1994 


After a drive into the city to pick up Luke, Sidney headed 
towards the ball field. “I still can’t believe I’m going to finally 
get to see Nash play ball.” 


“What’s been the problem up until now?” Luke asked, 
flipping through radio stations. 


Sidney bit his bottom lip and tried to come up with 
something that wouldn’t make Luke think less of Nash. “It’s 
Nash’s work team.” 


“And?” 


“He’s not out at the garage,” he mumbled under his breath. 


When Luke said nothing in reply, Sidney eventually glanced 
towards his passenger. “What?” 


Luke shook his head. “What is it about the jackasses at that 
garage that cause grown-ass men to be afraid to be who 
they are?” 


“You talking about Butch?” 


“Į can tell he likes me, but he keeps me at arm’s length. | 
thought it was the chair, but now that you said that about 
the garage, I’m wondering if that’s the problem.” 


“I think you’re right about him being in to you, but I also 
think Butch has issues and not just about coming out to the 
guys at the garage.” 


They rode in silence for several miles before Luke cleared 
his throat. “He kissed me, ya know?” 


There was something so innocent in Luke’s voice that 
Sidney couldn’t help but smile. “And was it a good one?” 


Luke turned bright red. 


“Ooh, that good or that bad?” Sidney could tell by the flush 
creeping up Luke’s neck it had been the former, but he 
wanted Luke to admit it. 


“It was only one kiss, but it was the most consuming act I’ve 
ever experienced. | swear to God the man kisses with his 
entire body.” Luke’s upper body gave a dramatic shiver. 


“Then we'd better make sure we get you some more of that 
Butch-kind of loving,” Sidney said around a laugh. 


“I’m all ears,” Luke replied. 


“Let me think about it, and l'Il get back to you.” Sidney 
pulled into the sports complex and parked two spaces away 
from Butch’s Harley. “Just don’t get offended if Butch 
ignores you today. | don’t even know if he knows we're 
coming.” 


* OK OK OX 


Butch slapped Nash’s thigh with his glove. “Do you think 
Sidney needs help getting the chair out of the trunk?” 


Nash followed Butch’s line of sight and landed on his 
gorgeous partner, struggling with the heavy wheelchair. 
“Yeah, why don’t you run over and save the day, Captain 
America.” 


Butch shoved his ball glove against Nash’s torso a little 
harder than was necessary. “Smart-ass.” 


Nash watched as Butch sprinted over and easily lifted the 
chair out of the small trunk. Deciding to join the three men, 
Nash glanced at the rest of the team who were busy 
warming up. He still wasn’t sure if he was ready to alienate 
half the men he worked with, but he’d done a lot of soul- 
searching after Sidney had been forced to give up his job 
with Miles, McShane and Frawling. 


It didn’t matter that Sidney was happier than he’d ever seen 
him in his new job. The fact that Sidney had walked away 
from a prestigious job out of love for Nash had been more 
than enough to convince Nash it was time to do the right 
thing. “Glad you could make it,” Nash said to Luke before 
brushing a quick kiss across Sidney’s lips. 


Sidney’s eyes rounded in surprise. “You didn’t have to do 
that.” 


“Yeah | did.” Nash let Butch and Luke travel a short distance 
ahead of them before he spoke again. “You're more 
important to me than any damn job. If they make it too 
unbearable, like you I'll quit and find something else.” 


Sidney brushed his shoulder against Nash. “That’s sweet, 
but | Know how much your friends mean to you.” 


“See, that’s the thing. | used to get so damn mad at Butch 
because he refused to open up about himself, but | realised 
I’ve been doing the same thing. Maybe not with him, but 
with everyone else.” 


Sidney nodded. “But there’s a difference between being 
honest with people and shoving it in their faces.” He 
gestured towards the parking lot. “I didn’t need a kiss back 
there. Hell, you fucked me not two hours ago. Let’s just play 
it cool when we're around them. I’m good with that.” 


Nash smiled. “Thanks.” 


* OK OK OX 


After the game the team made their way to Wally’s. Sidney 
sat between Nash and Luke with Butch on Luke’s other side. 
“Good game,” Sidney told Nash again. 


“Yeah it was. We kicked their asses,” Butch said with a 
whoop. 


The surrounding teammates sent up a cheer of their own at 
Butch’s comment. Sidney glanced at Luke. He’d been 
hesitant about inviting Luke to the game; worried the man 
would become depressed. Although it had been years since 
Luke had been physically able to play sports, the expression 
on his face told Sidney that Luke hadn’t forgotten the 
feeling of team camaraderie. 


“Luke played baseball for the University of Pittsburgh,” 
Sidney told Butch once the cheers had died down. 


“You were a Panther?” Butch asked, sounding surprised. 


“Three years,” Luke answered with pride in his voice. “I was 
on full-ride.” 


Butch whistled. “I’m impressed. | grew up in Cleveland. 
Went to Ohio State for a few years.” As if someone had 
flipped a switch on his mood, Butch suddenly became 
sullen. “Excuse me.” Butch pushed himself away from the 
table and headed for the restroom. 


“Is he okay?” Luke asked. 


Not knowing Butch well enough, Sidney deferred to Nash. 
“Maybe you should check on him.” 


Nash rose with a sigh. “He'll either talk or punch my face 
in.” 


“Hopefully it’s the former,” Sidney replied, brushing his 
hand against Nash’s leg. 


Nash strode to the restroom, wondering if it had been a 
mistake to invite Luke along. Since Thanksgiving, Butch had 


seemed a lot moodier than normal. He knocked on the door 
before pushing it open. “Butch?” 


“Jesus! Can’t | go to the bathroom without you following 
me?” Butch yelled. 


Nash leaned against the stall door. “Luke wanted me to 
make sure you were okay.” 


“I’m fine. I’m always...fine.” 


Nash knew Butch wasn’t telling the truth. Instead of 
accusing his friend of lying, Nash decided to head ina 
different direction. “I didn’t know you’d gone to Ohio State.” 


“Yeah, well | don’t tell you everything.” 


“That’s for damn sure. Why’d you leave?” Nash was pushing 
and he knew it, but it was a chance to learn something 
about Butch, and he wasn’t about to let it pass him by. 


The stall door opened, and Nash was thrown off balance. 
Butch caught him before he was able to hit the ground. 
“Why’re you so damn nosey?” Butch asked, resettling Nash 
on his feet. 


Nash took a deep breath. “Because | love you. | wasn’t 
bullshitting when | told you that, outside of Sidney, you’re 
the best friend I’ve ever had. | can tell you’re in pain, but | 
don’t know how to help.” 


“I’m not in pain, doctor, so drop it.” 


Nash shook his head. “Not this time. Tell me why you left 
college?” 


Butch turned and punched the stall door, creating a large 
dent in the metal. “Because | was stupid enough to think | 
could be myself there and someone died because of it. 
Okay!” 


Nash noticed the blood on Butch’s knuckles and gently led 
him over to the sink. He didn’t speak right away, 
concentrating on running cold water over the split knuckle. 
“A boyfriend?” 


“Not really. | mean, it was only our third date.” 
“What happened?” 


Butch shrugged. “Some folks didn’t like seeing to dudes 
holding hands, | guess. Jumped us as we were walking home 
from a movie. Johnny died from a blow to the head with a 
tire iron.” 


Nash tried to swallow. “Fuck.” 


Butch pulled his hand away and reached for a paper towel. 
“I was so taken off guard that | couldn’t even identify the 
fucker in a police line-up. Johnny died and | couldn’t even 
bring his killer to justice.” 


Nash was at a loss as to what to say. He tried to put himself 
in Butch’s position, but quickly shoved the image of Sidney 
bleeding to death away. “1...1 don’t...” 


“Yeah. You don’t have to say anything. There’s nothing to 
say that could make me feel better anyway. It’s why I never 
told you.” 


“Is it the reason you don’t date?” 


“Yep. | still fuck, but only people | don’t give a shit about. 
Nameless guys | pick up in bars. It’s easier that way.” 


“And lonelier,” Nash added. 


“My cross to bear and all that.” Butch dabbed the paper 
towel against his knuckle to stop the bleeding. “I really don’t 
want to talk about this anymore.” 


“I know.” He thought about what Sidney had whispered to 
him earlier in the afternoon. “Luke really likes you. And | 
kinda think both of you deserve some happiness in your 
lives.” 


“What kind of a friend are you? Do you really want to put 
Luke in that kind of a position?” Butch asked, throwing away 
the paper towel. 


Nash shook his head. “I wasn’t there that night, so | don’t 
know the details, but I’m confident that you would’ve 
stopped it if you could have.” Nash put a hand on Butch’s 
shoulder. “I have faith that you would do everything in your 
power to keep Luke safe.” 


“Exactly what I’m doing by leaving him alone,” Butch 
countered. 


“So you’re willing to take the chance of Luke finding 
someone else who won't take as good of care of him as you 
could?” Nash waited, knowing his question would cause a 
reaction. 


Butch’s nostrils flared. “I’d kill anyone who tried to hurt 
him.” 


“I know. Which is why I think he needs you. We both know 
Chicago isn’t the easiest city to live in. Can you imagine 


navigating it in a wheelchair without the ability to run away 
from trouble?” 


Butch’s forehead furrowed. Without another word, he turned 
and strode out of the restroom. Nash hoped he’d done the 
right thing. Butch could be intense at times. Hopefully Luke 
knew what he was getting into because Nash doubted Butch 
was the kind of man who’d walk away from something, or 
someone, once he’d made up his mind. 


* OK OK OX 


After showering the dirt and sweat from his body, Nash 
entered the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his 
waist. “I heard Butch mumbling something about needing to 
get a car. You think it could have something to do with 
Luke?” 


Sidney lowered the magazine he was reading just as Nash 
ripped off his towel. Lord have mercy, the man was fine. 
“Hope so.” He threw the covers off his naked body, exposing 
himself to Nash’s gaze. “Luke wants Butch as much as | 
want you.” 


“Really?” Nash used the towel to rub the water from his hair. 
“And how much is that?” 


Sidney tossed his magazine to the floor and rolled over, 
sticking his ass in the air. “Enough to beg, given half a 
chance.” He looked over his shoulder at Nash. “Do you want 
me to beg? Because | will.” 


Nash neared the bed, stopping only long enough to retrieve 
the lube. “When’s the last time | made you beg?” 


Sidney tapped his chin with his finger. “Let’s see, | seem to 
recall the first night you kissed me under the Christmas 
tree. If I’m not mistaken, I’d have done anything to get your 
cock in me.” 


Nash knelt behind Sidney and ran his tongue back and forth 
across his puckered hole before sitting back on his heels. He 
opened the lube and let several drops slide down the crack 
of Sidney’s ass, using his fingers to smear it over his hole. 
“But once | finally gave in to my desire there was no going 
back for me.” 


“Liar. | seem to recall you sending me back to school with a 
broken heart.” 


Although Sidney was in a playful mood, the reminder cut 
Nash like a knife. It had been the biggest mistake of Nash’s 
life. If he’d have been honest with himself about his feelings 
for Sidney the car accident would never have happened. 
“Yeah,” he finally mumbled. 


“Shit.” Sidney rolled over and sat up to face Nash. “I’m 
sorry. | shouldn’t have brought it up.” 


“It’s okay.” 


“No, it’s not.” Sidney pulled Nash down on top of him. “I’ve 
known you for twenty years and, in all that time, | can count 
on one hand the times you let me down. | know you tend to 
dwell on the bad times, but there aren’t enough fingers in 
Chicago to count the good times I’ve had since meeting 
you.” 


Nash leaned in for a kiss, thrusting his tongue deep into 
Sidney’s mouth. He knew he’d always think of the times 
he’d let Sidney down. How else would he keep himself from 
making the same mistakes twice? No matter what, he’d 
always be there to love and support Sidney. 


Nash ground his hardened cock against Sidney. “I love you.” 


“I love you, too,” Sidney whispered, wrapping his legs 
around Nash’s waist. 


As Nash closed in on Sidney’s mouth for a deep kiss, he 
couldn’t help but wonder how the guys at work would treat 
him come Monday morning. Then he sank his cock into 
Sidney’s heated body, and realised he didn’t give a damn. 
All he needed to be happy was the man underneath him, a 
job he enjoyed and a few good friends. The rest of the world 
could go to hell if they didn’t approve. 
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